





INVITATION TO RAIN

A STORY OF THE ROAD TAKEN
TOWARDS FREEDOM

BY MAHIR IBRAHIMOV

Global Scholarly Publications



Copyright ©2008 Mahir Ibrahimov



Table of Contents

Introduction and Acknowledgements................. vii

[ aman AMENCaN........ovve v e e 11
SAUSQUO ... 43
TheWindsof Change.............ccooovii i 73
A Communist DEMOCIaCY.........c.vveeuiieiineenn s 93

AnImmigrant'sDream..............cccoeeeeiie e 123
Homeland............coiiiiii 171
Soldier of Languages.............o e vevennnn. ... 193
Weapons of Mass Destruction........................ 211
Invitationto RaiN..........coovvevie i e, 235
Casualtiesof War.........c.cooveviiii i, 243
Outof AShES.......ovviiii e, 251
Epilogue .......cooiii i e 275
About the Author.............cooiiiiii, 279






I ntroduction and
Acknowledgements

| would like to dedicate this book to my
mother, Sudaba Alesker gizi 1brahimova, a wonderful
woman and loving mother, and my father Jumshud
Mukhtar ogli Ibrahimov, who both devoted ther
entire lives to their children. Let their souls rest in
peace.

| dso want to dedicate this book to my wife,
Lela who shared some of my life experiences over
the years described in the book, and my wonderful
“little princess,” my daughter Nigar.

Foecid thanks to Lynn Greenky, who became
a good friend of mine, for her advice and hdp in
assigting in writing and editing Invtation To Rain, The
Say d a Red Taken Tonards Frezlam | hope our
friendship will last for along time.

| am grateful for dl the support given to me
over the years by my friends Herbert and Pat Romer-
gein, Nathan Sate and hiswonderful family, Marty

vii



vili

McCullen, and many others who demonstrated a
reliable and lasting friendship.

The conclusons which are drawn in the book
come from red life Stuaions and interactions with
people, a combination of experiences which indeed
bring a very important asset—a human wisdom and
undergtanding of life. An ancient orienta proverb
says. “Not the one who reads a lot knows a lot, but
the one who sees a lot.” | honestly and truly agree
with that statement, because my own life experiences
make me fed happy that | have lived a difficult but a
rewarding, interesting and meaningful life. 1 have
never regretted any part of it.



| hereby declare, on oath, that | absolutely and entirely
rencune and agure dl dlegane and fiddity to any
faeq pine paetae date a soweagty d wham
a whd | have heddae ben a abet a atizen;

thet | will suppat and ddend the Candiitution and
lans d the United States d Angi@ agpind dl

aanies faegy and dovedic thet | will ber true
faith and dleganeto thesane thet | will beer ars
an baddf o the United States when reguired by law
that | will perform noncombatant service in the Armed
Faes d the United Sates when reuired by thelaw;
thet | will pefamwak d nationd inpatance unde
aulian dretian when required by thelaw; and thet |

teke ths dligtion fredy withat any netd

reservation or purpose of evasion; so help me God.

United States of America Oath of Citizenship






| am an American

My hands were outstretched before me, an
uncontrolled reflex to protect my face. The soft inner
center took the brunt of the blow bestowed by the
frozen ground, but my arms buckled under the force
and a sharp pan shot through my cheek, under my
left eye. Something, probably a rock, had cut me. |
fet it rip into my skin and then the warm blood as it
rolled down my face. | didn’'t move for a moment,
unsure of how | had tripped. My mind began a quick
body check, regisering firds my head and down
through my limbs, scanning the parts for injury. All
clear— just my hands and face. A shadow appeared
on the ground in front of me; | turned my head to see
a sted-tipped boot forcing itsdf between two of my
ribs. The pain didn’t register until the foot withdrew. |
looked up and saw a thin, dark circle of brown
encasing a kaeidoscope of blue-green colorsin an iris
that, had there been some sense of humanity behind
it, would have been stunning. The face, too, was
pretty, surrounded by spikes of short dark hair. In the
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12 | am an American

space of seconds, before the second blow hit, |
wondered if the others teased him, if it was difficult
to be a pretty boy in command of an army unit.

“Up!”

| didn’t move.

“Upl”

Maybe it was the cold or perhaps the pan; |
gtill saw those eyes, but the face seemed transformed,
tortured, even ugly.

A third blow, this time to my kidney. As |
collgpsed, my chest dammed hard into the ground. |
gasped, searching for the ar tha had escgped from
my lungs. My fingers clawed the rocks and pebbles
surrounding me, expressing the agony | could not
vocdize. My backpack fell to my sde and kept me off
bdance. | had to shift the weight before | could roll
onto my hands and knees and stand. In order to do
that, | had to twist the parts of my torso that had just
been batered. Each turn was gregted by pardyzing
pan. The blood continued to run down the sde of
my face, and my eye was beginning to swell. As |
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looked down, | could see dark wet drops on the
snow-dusted surface. | pulled up my knees and got
onto dl fours, trying to repostion my backpack. |
overcorrected, it shifted again, and | teetered over
about to fall.

Then came another blow. A second officer
decided to join the fun and struck me with the heel of
his boot. It had the unintended effect of centering my
backpack, and | scrambled to my feet. | took a wild
swing intheair. It felt asif my cracked rib was tearing
into my muscle. The pretty boy laughed, grabbed my
am, twisted it, and pushed me into the second
officer, who shoved me back down. My arms failed
me again and my face smacked back onto the ground.
| heard a crack and yelped as rings of pan rippled
between my eyes.

Some time passed; it might have only been
seconds, maybe minutes, | don't know. My mind
wandered to a place outside. Finally, | turned my head
and saw indistinct brown shgpes and shadows that
dowly bent and swayed in and out of focus. Sounds
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were garbled and the volume turned down low. My
nostrils filled with fluid, so | gulped trying to force air
into my lungs. Instead, my mouth filled with blood
and | gagged. My tongue balooned in sze so tha
when | tried to spit, pushing my tongue forward from
the back of my throat, | made sort of a puckering
sound, like when a rubber stopper is pulled from a
drain. An officer gill standing near me kicked me in
the thigh for good measure and waked off. | stayed
there for a while. No other soldiers came to my ad.
They watched without looking directly a& me and
moved away, creating a safety zone between them and
me. | don’'t blame them. The average age in my unit
was nineteen, everyone was scaed, and no one
wanted to become the next victim. | had to get up;
the ground had about as much give as a dab of
marble, so that lying chest down did not dlow for
much breathing space. | did and continued the
exercise.

The whole “evil empire’ tde concocted here
inthe U.S. at the time was a bit overdone, but it was a
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dead-on description of the Soviet army. Life in the
Soviet army was filled with arbitrary acts of brutdity.
More soldiers died during the basic training of the
troops in the Soviet Union than in any of the western
countries. Cause of degth: barbarism, or more
accurately dedovshchina — the violent use of power by
officers and senior conscripts aganst new recruits.
Today it is consdered a crime; in 1974 it was an open
secret masked by taboo not to mention formd
military cover-ups.

All atempts a forcing military accountability
for the dedovshchina were countered with accusations
of drunkenness and cowardice on the part of the
victim. Soldiers were viewed as expendable
manpower; a one point there were estimates that one
soldier per day died as a result of the dedovshching;
putting soldiers a greater risk of death during
peecetime training than wartime combat. Headstones
of the poor souls that died were inscribed: “Died
heroicdly in the performance of his internaionaist
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duty.” There were no avenues of redress, Soviet
soldiers had fewer rights than Soviet prisoners.

The truth is, despite dl efforts a
homogenization, the Soviet Union was a deeply
ethnic place. To my countrymen and to my comrades,
| was defined by my heritage; but according to the
government, | was a citizen of the Union of Soviet
Socidist Republics, and it was my sacred duty to
provide “my country” with two years of amy service.
| was Azerbajani, which made me a non-Russan, or
more accurately a Caucasan— one who lived in the
Caucasus, which include Georgia, Armenia
Azerbaijan, and various parts of Russa There was an
unofficid hierarchy between the Russans and non-
Russans. The Russans were trested with greater
respect. Non-Russians were subjected to the vitriol of
the officers;, we were the dregs, the untouchables. The
Russians halling from Sberia and the Far East were
the mogt athletic and often times the crudest. They
created zemliachestvo or gruppovshchina, their own
enclave within the unit that persecuted other ethnic
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groups, causng more pan and injury in a Stuation
that was dready fraught with both. Although
education may not be the measure of a man, it did
seem to turn the light on civility. The more senior the
soldier and the less educaied he was, the more
mongtrous the behavior. | am not sure intdligence is
avaued commodity in any rank and file soldier, but
critica  thinking and independence was not only
discouraged in the Soviet Union, it was dangerous.

Azerbajan was a reluctant member of the
Soviet Union; the Red Army invasion of 1920
persuaded that smdl country to relinquish the dreams
of democracy that had been birthed only two years
ealier. And | was a reluctant soldier, having been
conscripted into service only two months after | had
won a hard-fought béttle to enter the Baku Medicd
College technicd dentigtry program. Worse was the
injustice of it, Snce mandatory army service was
normally waived for dl those atending school & the
university level.
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By law every able-bodied Soviet man between
the ages of eighteen and twenty-seven was eligible for
military duty and expected to serve at least two years.
Only a fraction of them actudly did. Favored
methods of avoiding the draft included fase medicd
certificates and bribes. Only the poor and the poorly
connected actually had to serve.

Twice a year, once in the spring and once in
the autumn, there was a cdl-up of new conscripts. |
received my draft notice by letter in November 1974.
During the cdl-ups the government engaged in a
mass propaganda campagn. It was dl pomp,
circumstance, and bressts. Young men were leaving
the bosoms of their mothers to be embraced by the
bosom of the supreme mother of them al—the
Soviet Union. All tha tak of patriotism gppeded to
my blossoming manhood; | sucked it up like a dry
sponge S0 that when | was offered a less strenuous
job in a congruction unit, because of my flat fedt, |
refused, insisting that | wanted areal army experience.
They sent me to one of the most difficult units,
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located in one of the harshest places in Russa,
Volgograd, formerly Stalingrad.

Sdingrad holds the infamous digtinction of
hosting the costliest military battle in human history.
It is credited with serving as a pivotd point in the
Second World War for the dlies. The cost of tha
victory: almost four million people killed or wounded.
Despite the enormous desth and destruction, the
people of Volgograd wear the ditinction as a badge
of honor. The defining characteristic of the city isthe
satute of Mamayer Kurgen, The Mahaland Cdls The
satute memoridizes the World War 11 béttle and the
inhabitants of the heo dty, so desgnated by the
Presdium of the USSR Qupreme Soviet. At the time
of its completion in 1967, the Mamayey Kurgan was the
largest statute in the world—a 280-foot tal, 8000-ton
concrete and sted metgphor for war. She is awoman
filled with terror and violence, draped in classicd
Greek garb, wiglding a ninety-foot sword. Her mouth
is open, screaming the cry to batle Her arched
eyebrows are etched in hared, and her Medusa-like,
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shoulder length har is swept up and Sdeways in a
wild frenzy of wind. Her enormous, thick-girthed
ams are open, embracing death. Like the politicians
that control the wars, her back is turned so that she
does not face the city and the people that live there.
The Mamayey Kurgen is a verticd victory parade, dl
gory and no gore; her stone eyes are open, but just
like dl of the celebrants a the parade, she's never
realy seen war. | have.

Udly though she is, the Mamayey Kurgan is the
sngle most memorable atifact of Volgograd. A
modern-day internet travel guide describes Volgograd
as “not very nice’ but “with afew interesting spots.”
It goes on to recommend awalk aong the promenade
on the banks of the Volga River and a view of the
locd power plant. Volgograd is, however, presently
featured in internet Stes for those seeking Russian
brides.

| was actually stationed in Volzhsky, a suburb
of Volgograd. | left Baku with three other poor
conscripted souls, after waiting for three days a the
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gation for the train to gpopear and transport us to our
destination. Volzhsky has its own colorful history,
having been built by convict labor, each of whom
received a house or an gpartment after completing his
prison sentence. The train was dirty and cold and
there was no food. When we findly stopped a the
southern Russian town of Tikhoretsk, we were fed a
med of boneless meet cutlets, pdtav kalds and fried
potatoes that to this day | remember as the tastiest |
have ever eaten. We arrived in Vol zhsky several hours
later, hungry again, dirty, and tired, and we stayed that
way for the next six months.

Russian winters in generd are fabled events,
and many of those fables were written about winters
in the Volgograd Oblast. The winter we were
experiencing during my time there in 1974/ 1975
compared favorably to the winter that contributed to
the defeat of the armies of the Third Reich. The cold
was a separate life force with its own persondity. |
don't believe | regained any feding in my toes until
the spring thaw. Every day | had to unfold my fingers
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separady. | would watch my hand as each finger
made its own independent decison to uncurl and
renew its association with the rest of my body.
Breathing required thought; | could not do it
voluntarily. 1 could only inhde with short staccato
breaths, which made me dizzy, but long extended
breathing was too painful. | couldn’t decide if | was
glad when the sun was shining or not. It offered some
meager warmth, but the snow acted like a mirror and
reflected the glare with such intensty it rendered me
blind, like when a photoflash goes off. Waking was
an exercise in faith and hope that the ground in front
of me was solid and flat. When | looked up, my eyes
watered. The tears ingantly froze on my cheeks and
my skin burned. The westher and the commanding
officers shared the same sadistic sense of humor. My
body temporarily warmed from the physica exertion
of the military exercises, but as the exercises
progressed, | would swesat so that my clothes stuck to
my skin. It seemed that the commanding officers
would watch and wait for those moments and then
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inexplicably abort the exercises and require us to
gand a atention for who knows how long. As we
stood there, our clothing froze and diffened. | am
shivering now even a | write these words
remembering those days.

The sadigtic antics of the officers were the
only thing that broke the monotony. Afternoons were
filled with droning lectures regarding the technicd
aspects of warfare, and communist propaganda films
were the evening's entertanment. Lectures and films
were interspersed with tasteless meds of harsh grain
and kotleti, mestbals. We lived like monks in a slent
order. Conversations conssted of Morse code-like
blinks and stares tranamitting warnings that an officer
was gpproaching. There was no sense of friendship
among the recruits, everyone was too busy dodging
the next diatribe.

Powerlessness does not become me, so one
night, not long after my beeting, feverish and restless,
| snuck out of the barracks and into the town. The
barracks was a blesk two-story building with the
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sleeping area on the second floor. Lights had been out
for about an hour. | was assigned a bed, anight table,
and a smdl cupboard where | kept my toiletries,
which were used only once a week when | was
dlowed to bathe. It had been another bruta day.
Awakening a sunrise to a whooping dam, we
dressed quickly, packing our Kaashnikov rifles and
ammunition, chemical masks and suits, and backpacks
of additiond fighting gear. The military base was
located in arurd areanear the Akhtuba, atributary of
the Volga, Europe's longest river, which forms the
core of the largest river syssem in Europe. We ran
severd miles down the hill to the frozen weters,
crossed them, turned around and ran back up hill to
the base, where we were served a lukewarm breskfast
of mannaya—similar to cream of wheet cered or some
other type of kasha or gran—hot tea in meta cups
with two pieces of sugar, black bread and buitter. |
had stopped counting my bruises and ignored every
new pan and bligter; it was a worthless exercise,
which only made me more unhappy.
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| was nineteen, and | missed my home. The
youngest of four children, | was accusomed to the
camaraderie of my brother and ssters. | enjoyed their
atention and the extra care | garnered from my
parents as the sonbeshik, the baby or youngest member
of the group.

| lisened for the steady breathing of my
comrades as they each, having collgpsed, fel into a
heavy deep. They dept inert, the deep of the weary. |
winced as my bed cresked while | shifted my pillow
and blankets and molded them into the shape of a
body. The cut under my eye was heding, and the
bruise that had begun around the orb dripped down
onto my cheek, leaving a serpentine river of yelow
and purple in its weke. We dept in our clothes, a
saving grace in the morning alowing us an extra few
precious minutes of deep before we began the day.
My boots were on the left side of my bed, buffed to a
high shine, per regulation. | held my breath, bent
down, and pulled them on. | stood up dowly. A
knife-like pan plunged through my sde into my
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ribcage, aremnant of the kick | had received there. |
closed my lips and bit down, touching my teeth to my
tongue to keep from groaning. My cot was third from
the door. Close. | waked towards it, careful to make
no sound. Years of freezing winters and sultry
summers had warped the door so that it scrgpped
dightly as | opened it. Surprisingly, the hinge did not
sgued. For some reason as | moved the door towards
me, a sort of suction effect occurred and wind blew
in, making me shiver. A couple of men shifted in their
beds, some pulled a the blankets wrapping them
tighter around their bodies. As | watched them move,
| was sure someone would awaken. | didn't wait to
find out; | hurried down the stars and stepped
outsde. | waked in the direction of the latrineg,
thinking if | were caught, | could easly explan my
nighttime jaunt. No one stopped me, so | waked past
it.

| am not sure wha | hoped to find on my
journey. | just followed my desire to disgppear, &
least for a while. | had been to the town before on
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leave: once to see amovie and once to visit a museum
dedicated to the get viday. It was an easy wak
towards the town dong the paved two-lane road. The
night was clear, and the glare from the moon lit my
way. There wasn't much snow, but whatever water
was in the ar had crystdlized onto the pavement,
leeding me on wha seemed like an enchanted
pahway. My wak was meditative; the quiet of the
night surrounded my thoughts and drew them inward.
| welcomed the freedom of waking without combat
gear, ligening only to my own footsteps. The road
was deserted, so my view was uninterrupted by
atificid light and dructures. Under  other
circumstances it might have been a londy wak, but
that night | welcomed the solitude. | looked up, and
as many of us do, wondered who ese was gazing at
the sky. | longed for home and my parents. | conjured
ther facesin my mind and began a conversation with
them. | listened to the soothing sounds of my own
bresthing and fdt the tenson leave my shoulders.
Within fifteen minutes | entered the outskirts of
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town. The dogs started to bark and my mind flashed
to the World War 11 movies of the frenzied animds
ripping limbs off their victims. | picked up a large
gtick and looked down the street to see if any were
coming after me. The wind shifted the shadows of the
trees, and my stomach twisted from the rush of
adrendine. For the first time, | was immobilized with
fear. | dmogt turned back, but some invisible force
pushed me forward and guided me to one of the
houses a the end of the street. As | think back, it
redly wasn't any different than any of the other
houses on the street. There were no inviting lights
and dthough smoke billowed from the chimney, it
billowed from every chimney in every home there. |
could have spun mysdlf around and randomly picked
any house, but | picked tha one. It was a lucky
choice. It was a smdl two-story house, tiled roof,
dormered upstairs windows, redly nothing out of the
ordinary or particularly inviting, except perhaps there
did not gppear to be adog. | knocked on the door,
and a smdl, stooped man with gray, uncombed hair
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opened the door. His eyes were swollen with
wrinkles, yet somehow emitted youth and energy.

“Comeinside, son.”

| hestated, ill unsure | had made a safe
choice.

“Itiscold outside.”

His face had deep wrinkles. His hands were
profoundly veined and his long fingernails thick and
yellowed. | don't think he had gone to bed yet
because he was wearing light work pants and a
button-down flannd shirt. | looked a him, and then
beyond him into the house, took a deep bresth,
thanked him, and stepped in. The house had a
pungent smoky smell tha triggered some forgotten
memory from my childhood. A rush of warmth and
familiarity filled my heart. The man took my hand and
led me to the main room, guiding me to a char near
the pechka A Russian pechka is unlike an American
fireplace. In smdl Russan towns during the winter
months, the pechka is the traditiond center of family
life. It is huge and not only serves to heat the house
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and cook the food, but also with the proper materials,
it is used as a bed. It reminded me of the pechka a
my grandparents home in Shusha. | stared into the
fire for a while and did not spesk. The slence was
warm, and | retreated to the safety of my memories.
Shusha was my childhood summer play-
ground. Both of my parents were teachers; my father
taught biology and chemistry and my mother taught
Azeri and literature. They were born in Shusha, and
every summer al six of us, my parents, my two sisters,
my brother and |, would travel eight hours by bus to
Shusha dong the long spird mountain route and live
in my grandfather’s large hundred-year-old home. My
memory has transformed the house into a castle. It
was adorned with two large gated entrances leading to
the main house down a stone road. There was a long
wooden staircase in the center of the home that led to
a badcony on the second floor. Three rooms issued
from the bacony: the zal was designed to receive
guests; a second room, the shushaband, or glass room,
was a large windowed room designed specificdly to
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capture the afternoon sun; and the third was a
bedroom. Mulberry, or tut, trees pad homage to an
old stone we used as a bench in the middle of the
yard. The web of twigs and branches made for perfect
climbing. 1 spent hours cradled in the shade egting
what | gill believe to be the sweetest fruit on earth.
On cold nights | would drink teafrom abig samovar, a
specid tea set for making tea on cod. | loved the
smell of the burning cod; it embraced me and rocked
me into the peaceful sleep of achild.

My grandfather looms large in my memory.
He was the king of the castle and of course seemed
ancient to me, but | remember him as a man of grest
courage and character. He was a wedthy business-
man, who went by the nickname Gizil Mukhtar or
Gdd Mukhtar. He was big and strong, and the family
legend is tha he inssted on carrying the water
buckets into the house each day and would accept no
offer of help. There was no running water in the
house, and as head of his home, he maintained it was
his responsbility done to provide it. Then one day
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after filling the buckets with water, he quietly lay
down and died at the well.

Shusha was the soul of Azerbajan. Artistry
and ingpiration grew out of its glacid lakes and lush
green forests, planted by the hands of God. It was the
home of dozens of poets, philosophers, musicians,
authors, painters, and playwrights. Shusha means glass
in Azeri, areferenceto its crysta-like ar. It served as
a mgor resort destination within the former USSR
from the 1960s through the 1980s. Its thousand-foot
cliffs earned it the nickname of Soviet Switzerland. |
remember it paticularly for its stone streets and
graceful mosgues.

As a child | would climb the mountain with
my father and bathe in the naturd minera springs
there. There were severd routes up to the top. The
level of difficulty of the climb was reflected in the
name of the route traveled: the ehdhak ydu was the
donkey road, which described the method of
trangportation used on tha path; the psik ydu was
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the cat’s road, which required astute climbing skills;
and then there was the girkh pilakan, or forty stairs.

| watched the fire that night in that man’'s
home in Volgograd and dreamed of Shusha Then it
was only the youthful heartache of a homesick boy,
but today my dreams of Shusha are filled with the
agony of knowing that the Shusha of my youth is in
ruins, eviscerated by hatred and war. Memories are
like fairytales. Behind the beauty of the story hides the
ugliness of the truth. The flames of the fire that night
illuminated only my dreams of Shusha The
nightmares remained imprisoned in the darkness.

Throughout its history Shusha experienced
tensions between its ethnic Armenian residents, who
practice the Chrigtian faith, and its ethnic Azerbajani
residents, who are Mudims. Shusha is a militarily
drategic town and the historicd cepitd of the
disputed Nagorno-Karabakh region, which is clamed
by both the republics of Armenia and Azerbaijan.
Today the independent governments of both
Armenia and Azerbajan are stable and democrdic,
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but that hasn’t sesemed to stop the bloodletting. There
were outbursts of ethnic drife throughout my
childhood. | remember my parents helping clean up a
neighbor besten in an attack; and we were caught in
the middle of a deadly skirmish on our way to Isa
bulaghi, a beautiful park with naturd springs. | even
became embroiled in a fistfight after being teased
about my heritage. As a little boy, 1 spent hours of
everyday up in the tut tree dreaming of dl the things
little boys dream about and watching my neighbors go
about ther day. One neighbor, Bahram, a big kid,
maybe a year or two older than me, blessed with a
muscular frame and impressed by it too, cadled a me
from below. Heinsisted | was adirty Armenian eating
fruit from trees that only ethnic Azerbajanis should
enjoy.

| hope | was not offended by the
misidentification, but rather by the obvious intent to
insult me; however, | was only achild and the truth is
| probably understood even then that an Azerbaijani
of any character would not tolerate being referred to
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as Armenian. In contrast to Bahram, | was smdl and
skinny, but | refused to acknowledge tha
disadvantage; | was insulted and intended to avenge
my honor and the honor of my people. So | waited
for an opportune moment, and one day as | was
returning from the tapeg mgdani, having purchased a
loaf of bread per my mother’s ingtructions, | came
upon Bahram. | sucker-punched him and gave him a
bloody nose. As is true of many boys and of too
many men, a show of force earns respect, and
Bahram and | later became best friends.

The Soviet quarantine on dl things ethnic and
rdigious actudly kept the conflicts between the
Armenians and the Azerbajanis in check, but once
the stranglehold of communism was lifted and the
former satelite countries clamed independence, the
conflicts boiled to the surface. During the late 1980s
in Baku, bands of Azerbajanis formed a pogrom
killing ethnic Armenians, evicting them from ther
homes, and desecrating their cemeteries. In May 1992,
the Armenians returned the favor. As the politicians
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pretended to tdk peace, the Nagorno-Karabakh
conflict exploded and the Armenian army captured
Shusha. It was their turn to murder, rape, and destroy.
My gger, uncles, aunts, and cousins dl lived in
Shusha a the time. They were told if they did not
leave, they would be murdered. Almost the entire
ethnic Azerbaijani population fled, numbering in the
tens of thousands. My sigter told me they were
shocked by the sudden ondaught of the Armenian
forces. There was no red Azerbajani resstance,
which made her believe there was some sort of payoff
to the Azerbajani military. All of a sudden Shusha
was surrounded from dl directions. My sister, her
family, and the rest of my extended family left with
only the things they could cary. Even ther
refrigerators were &ill stocked with food. My
grandfather’'s home was confiscated by Armenians,
some of whom may have been refugees driven from
ther homes by Azerbajanis. Many dill live in the
refugee camps created after the sege. They fester
there with little eéectricity and no running weter,
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awaiting ther professed right of return. And the
Armenians remain in the rubble of collgpsed roofs,
broken wadls, and windowless homes. There is no
money to invest in rebuilding. The mosgues are
covered with graffiti, and the springs are surrounded
by waste and weeds. There are no Azerbdjanis living
in Shusha today, and you can only enter the region
from Armenia There is no compromise, postions
over the last decades have hardened; both parties
want the same piece of decimated land and refuse to
share it with the other. In the meantime, Shusha no
longer hosts concerts and dance recitas. It no longer
ingpires artists and poets. The resdents subsist on
government handouts and whatever else they can eke
out on ther land. And when there is nothing dse,
they fill their bellies with the satisfaction of revenge.

It seems to me there are just a finite number
of dories in the world. Locaions change and
character traits are added or subtracted, but in the end
it's dl the same. | mean, how many stories are there
redly? Sories about love log, infiddity, corrupting



38 | am an American

power, dtruism and santhood, sruggle and
redemption. It seems to me as | st here and
remember that pechka and the pechka of my
grandparents, the stories all seem to intertwine.

There had been no direct light when | was
ganding a the entrance of tha man’s home outsde
of Volzhsky. All he saw a tha time wes the
festurdess form of a shivering boy in combat
fatigues, but the light from the fire illuminated my
face. Recognition reflected in his eyes when he
noticed my bruise, but he sad nothing. 1 looked
around, the room was smdl and comfortable: dark
wood floors, white wadls, smple curtans and
cushioned chars. At some point during those quiet
moments, his wife entered the room. She looked &
me and sympathy crossed her face. She glanced a her
husband, and it seemed to me that they were slently
conducting a conversation. The man pulled a char up
next to mine and took my hand into both of his. He
gazed s0 earnestly into my eyes, | felt compdlled to
turn mine away.
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“What is your name son?’

“Mahir,” | answered and met his eyes again.

“Where are you from?’

“Beku...Azerbajan.” | added, unsure if he
knew where Baku was.

“Ah, far from your home.”

He continued to ask me smple questions, the
kind you ask when you first meet someone and are
trying to learn enough information to continue the
conversation. | hadn't noticed that his wife had left
the room.

“Areyouin trouble?

| sad | was not, but that | was sck and |
missed home. A young woman | later learned was the
man’'s daughter, perhgps a little older than 1 and
goparently awakened by our conversation, came into
the room. She was wearing a faded nightgown and
dippers and held a crocheted shawl tight around her
shoulders. She stood behind her father for a minute.
Our eyes met briefly, and then she turned and quietly
walked out. She returned with her mother and handed
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me a bowl filled with hot shee, a Russian soup made
with beef broth and cabbage. The daughter brought a
char over, 0 tha her mother could St next to her
father, and then took her place agan behind him. |
finished the soup quickly and the wife stood and took
the bowl from me. She offered me a second helping
that | refused, but | agreed to a cup of tea, which the
daughter delivered from the kitchen. Findly warm
and comfortable, | told them about the beating | had
endured days earlier.

“You must be careful not to anger the
officers. Just do as you aretold, it will be over soon,”
the old man said.

Finaly, the daughter, too, pulled up a chair,
and we dl taked about oursdves and our lives. | am
afraid | did most of the talking, because | learned little
about them except that the daughter had been
married to an abusive man. She was very sweet and
like many creatures of the north, sported an extra
layer or two of heat retaining body insulation. She
smiled often, pated my knee, and laughed a the
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dightest provocation. The mother, identicd to the
daughter in stature and frankly not much older
looking, reected in much the same way as her
daughter. In short, it was obvious the family saw me
as a potentid son-in-law. 1 was warm and full-bellied,
and | am sure | wasn't as forthright as | should have
been in discouraging them, but | was sincerely
grateful for their kindness. | spent along time taking
to them, eating, and generdly rebuilding my fath in
the human race. | left severd hours later laden with
food and good wishes and changed somehow. | saw
the man and his family only one other time: On May
9" Victory Day, my unit, dressed in forma uniform,
paaded down the centrd dsreet as pat of the
festivities celebrating the defeat of the Germansin the
Second World War. Although the locas clearly didn't
need any encouragement, they used the holiday as an
excuse to bring out the vodka and beer. Many of the
unmarried young girls in the town were taking
photographs with the soldiers, and the daughter
sought me out to take a picture with her.
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* * *

As | took my oath of citizenship pledging
dlegiance to the United Sates, | remembered my
wak back to the base that night some thirty years
earlier. | returned to camp early the next morning,
was found out and punished, but | survived. Since my
act of defiance did not kill me, | began to believe that

| might have the power to control my own destiny.
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As the train pulled out of the station away
from Volgograd moving west, we did not seek
comfort among one another; instead we clung to each
other out of fear. Fear of each other and the Wes,
that unknown behemoth that sought to destroy us:
the jewd that was the grest Soviet Union. Ignorance
was the essentid glutinous ingredient. Truth and
education were the only antidotes, but they had to be
ddivered carefully or they would be manipulated and
disorted and serve as further strengthening
compounds. The friendship and shared purpose
between young American soldiers was an anathemato
the Soviet soldier and, now | think aso, to the Iraq
soldier, dthough not to the Iragi insurgent whose
reigious or ideologicd dffilistion ae seemingly
impenetrable.

We gathered strength from the knowledge
that we had survived basic training and were on our

way to complete our required army service. For the

43
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next eighteen months | was stationed in Kdiningrad,
the most western point of the Russan Federation
gtuated on the shores of the Bdtic Sea and bordered
by Poland and Lithuania | spent quite abit of timein
or on the Baltic Sea pulling pontoon bridges from one
piece of land to another or driving armored personnel
carriers through the water. Fortunately, the weather in
Kdiningrad was much more temperae than in my
previous deployment, so dthough | hated standing in
the water, the experience was not nearly as panful as
basic training.

We arived a Kdiningrad station to shouts of
mdadye pridli, ndadye pridili, the literd trandation
yaungges ane the functiond meaning nev bood The
dembels, or graduates, were leaving; we would be the
newest victims. Perhgps it was the banyas, or
bathhouses, in the city tha were guarded and
maintained by the soldiers for the use and enjoyment
of senior Soviet generds, for dthough the officers in
Kdiningrad were not kind and caring men, they were
not the brutes of Volgograd. Indeed, our fied
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commander, a Lithuanian, was a good man, who kept
the troops organized and out of harm’sway.

The Kdiningrad region served as a bridge
between East and West and has a somewha
schizophrenic fed to it. Shopkeepers sdl Nazi-era
pargoherndia dongsde soviet iconography. After
World War Il the Soviet Union annexed this former
German territory and waged a campaign to erase dl
evidence of German culture. An ethnicdly German
miller recounted a story to me of being forced to
watch as Soviet soldiers raped his daughter. He was
very old and his bodily decay mirrored the decay of
the city. He whistled as he spoke through broken
teeth wishing me good hesth and a long and
prosperous life. He had witnessed Nazi atrocities too.
None are blamdess. He remained in the town of his
birth and raised his family. | fel in love with his
granddaughter for an evening as we sorted the grain
and worked the machines and | relaxed in the
monotony of smple farm work. He was satisfied with
his decison to reman in his ancestrd home. Many
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years later | would take the opposte road and leave
mine. It is only now that | live in America that |
understand his attachment to the place.

The outskirts of what is left of the town are
filled with disntegrating famhouses built by the
Germans and poorly functioning Soviet collective
farms. | heard arumor that skeletons of Nazi soldiers
remain unburied on a secluded besch, and another
that a bridge that had been destroyed by the Nazi
troops as they retrested remaned in tha condition,
apparently immune to all attemptsto repair it.

There is very little to do in Kdiningrad;
dcoholism is the locd hobby and sex is easy and
plentiful. During the eighteen months | spent there,
severd dozen soldiers disgppeared into the bowels of
alocd hospitd. No officid explanation was offered,
but | laer learned tha the soldiers had contracted
syphilis. Ever mindful of its image, the army ignored
the epidemic, treasted the symptoms, and sent the
soldiers away, uneducated, to infect other parts of the
popul ation.
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My commanding officer, Cgptan Butakov,
was one of the very few good men | met in the army.
It took him very little time after having learned about
my deployment home to inform me of the good
news. | yelped with joy; it had been two very long
years since | had been home. There was no one to say
goodbye to, no addresses to exchange, but | had been
deeply affected by my experiences and my life was
about to alter course.

The roles of mother and child had reversed.
Firg it was a young boy peering out behind the
curtains awaiting the return of the mother. Later it
was his mother looking out onto the roads
surrounding the microrayon waiting for her son. The
microrayon was the architecturad symbol of the Soviet
system. Nicknamed khrushchevka to honor Nikita
Khrushchev, they were prolific concrete-building
complexes that mushroomed across the Soviet space
after the Communist Revolution. The microrayons
were massive prefabricated neighborhoods devoid of
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imagination and creativity. Thereisno art or beauty in
Soviet architecture, only function. Design and beauty
had its place, but not in the ordinary working lives of
the citizens. Natura obstacles were used as barriers
between the neighborhoods, which were designed to
perform as sdf-contained units including schools,
stores, playgrounds, and maintenance units.

Every day during my last month of
deployment, my mother would look out upon the
ugly uniform landscepe. It was the second such
complex she had lived in during her married life. The
first was located in avolatile sector of Baku: Sovietski,
which was populated with thugs and thieves. The
second complex was safer but no more visualy
gopeding. She watched for my return, worried about
her youngest son, remembering her eldest daughter,
who had died during childhood. She knew she could
not survive such a loss again. She recaled watching
me play with my older siblings in the snow and eating
sweets during Noruz, a March holiday celebrating the
beginning of spring. She had waited the same way for
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ther father; however, she was forced to wait for him
for six long years. He findly returned, but he had
suffered a head injury. He was never the same after
that. My father was a good man with great integrity,
and | have fond memories of spending hours walking
around the city of Baku with him. At the time Baku
was a city tha embraced many diverse religions and
ethnicities. | would st with him on the shores of the
Caspian Seq, ligen to the drens of incoming and
depating ships, and breathe in the wet, sty airr,
unaware of the future conflicts that awated the city
and the ethnic grife that would rip the fabric of its
multicultura society. On Saturdays my father would
take me to the hamam traditiond Azeri bathhouses.
He would stay in for ahaf hour or more; | could not
tolerate the heat for more than five minutes. In the
outer room we would be served tea with sugar in
traditiona Azeri fashion: the tea was bitter, so you
would bite the sugar and keep it in your mouth while
you sipped the liquid. When we arived home, my
mother, who had been cooking dl day, would serve a
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feast of khingal, boiled wheat and meat topped with
garlic-spiced yogurt, and dirin ah, rice mixed with
meet, fruits, and vegetables. In public my faher
mantaned his composure, even withstanding an
assault by a drugged-out patron of the bathhouse. But
my father was easily angered a home and would seek
relief in the same medicine many Soviets relied on:
vodka When he did, he became aggressve. My
brother and | would be forced to withstand his
tirades, while my sster scuttled my mother to the
safety of aroom out of reach from my father’sfists. It
didn't hgppen often, but as do many children of
dcoholics, my ssters, my brother, and | dl learned
how to protect ourselves very early in life.

| arived back in Baku by tran, having
traveled through Rostov, one of the oldest towns in
Russa The tran sation in Rostov was filled with
soldiers and drunken men and gypsies. | noticed a
par of gypses, a mother with her young daughter,
and asked the mother to read my pam. As she did her
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face dropped and she refused to look up. She quickly
told me something | no longer remember; | knew it
was not wha she had seen. | continue to wonder if
whatever it was she saw still lies ahead of me.

No one knew about my return. | ran to my
home and opened the door. My father was stting a
the kitchen table drinking tea He looked up,
expecting my brother, saw me, and began to sob. |
cried too. He came to me and grabbed me into a bear
hug. We stood for a while wrgpped in each other’s
ams. | buried my head in his neck and inhded the
swveet smel of familiarity. My brother, ill living a
home, returned a short while later. He hugged me
too, then pulled off my shirt and commented on my
well-toned body, making me fed for the first time |
was his equal and a man.

My brother took me to my mother, who was
dill teeching a a nearby eementary school. We
entered the classroom and the children saw me firs.
She followed their eyes; it took her a moment to
process her vison. Then she too burst into tears and
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ran into my ams. The children were young and
confused, and they dl began to wall. So | began to
laugh, my brother laughed, and my mother, not
knowing what to do, broke into hiccups. For the next
few minutes it was complete pandemonium with
children and adults dternating between laughter and
tears.

After afew daysrest, | returned to the studies
| had left, but it was not the same. When | think
about how | got to where | am from where | was, |
have come to believe | am progranmed to
reconfigure disgppointments into chdlenges. As a
young man with no political connections and even
less money to bribe officids, | wasn't expected to
pursue higher education. Expectations be damned, |
wanted to be a doctor. Despite clear evidence that |
was doomed to defeat, | goplied for entry into the
Baku State Medical Ingtitute- ENTRY DENIED.

As a child | had scded the wadls of my
summer camp because | did not like the boundaries
they created between me and whatever place | wanted
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to go. Asayoung adult | bristled a the boundaries of
graft and nepotism that kept me from whatever future
| chose to pursue. Entry into the medica school had
been denied, but it was like a maze. There was
another route avalable. | could enter and graduate
from the technicd dentistry program of the Baku
Medicad College and from there legp frog to the Sae
Intitute. Entry into the technica dentistry program
was highly competitive and bribes greased the way for
many students, but not dl. So | hit the books. |
studied through three months of a stultifying summer
and aced the entrance exam. | am sure someone could
have dreamed up some pretext to keep me from the
program, but it must have been too much work,
because | was granted admission. | began school in
September 1974 and made two new best friends:.
Eldar, atdl handsome fellow who was hobbled by an
amputated leg, but supported and loved by his
childhood sweetheart, and Alesha, an ethnic
Armenian of great character and integrity. Ther
goproach to learning was very practicd; they were in
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school to learn how to make teeth so that they could
then earn alot of money. | was the most esoteric of
the group and found mysdf drawn to dl of the non-
technical classes.

| renewed my friendship with Eldar and
Alesha, but it was not the same. The building | had
studied in two years before had been renovated. The
new building was more modern now, but till built in
the sterile communist style. | sat in a backless chair
with a round seat (I think it was green plagtic) with
two pars of duminum legs tha seemed to either
grow or shorten overnight. The counter | worked on
top of was white, and the lights under which | worked
were florescent. Eldar, Alesha, and | often lunched in
the cafeteria together. It was a big room, smply
designed, consisting of wood tables and small plastic
chars. | remember two big windows with curtans,
and in the summer time we had alot of light coming
in through those windows, which | liked very much.
Sometimes we went to downtown Baku. Many years
later ethnic issues would bring a lot of suffering and
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desth, but then we could go to the boulevard across
the centrd “Neftchilar prospecti” (Oilmen Avenue),
pass the maden tower (“Gis gdad”), and see
Russians, Armenians, Jews, and others waking dong
the Caspian Sea, enjoying the fresh ar and beautiful
view together. Everybody proudly referred to
themselves as “Bakints” (Bakuvians from Russan),
regardless of ther ethnicity. | remember the oil sméell
of the boulevard and the srens of incoming and
depating ships. It was wonderful but temporary.
Many years later the politicians would destroy
everything for the sake of their ambitions and political
games.

D espite my experiences with the army system,
| remaned a dedicated communist. | was voted
komsomol, leader of the communist youth organization
in the dentistry program, which required me to
organize vaious community service activities
consstent with the communist ideology of unity. In
truth, the planned activities were more like dave
labor. In the summer of 1976 we were sent to the
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Barda area of Azerbajan, an agriculturd community
located west of Baku, to help the farmers there. We
lived in a dirty warehouse full of rats, which was bad
enough, but more infuriging was the specid
trestment one of my colleagues was receiving. He was
the son of a highly placed officid in the communist
party. He was not required to deep in the warehouse
and dined with the leaders of the program. At the
time, | refused to beieve these stuations of unequd
tretment were the results of deficiencies in the
system, but believed they were singular, unrelaed
events. Later, when it was time to graduate, | would
agan be victimized by the inherent inequities of
communism and the system of graft and corruption
upon which its foundation lay. | was an A student. By
every sandard of measure, | deserved to graduate
aumma amlaude. The problem was, the ingtitution was
awarded only a set number of such diplomas, and
they were for sde to the highest bidder. My family
was not poor, but we did not have extra cash to pay
for bribes. | learned | was not scheduled to receive
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the honors diploma | deserved and | was livid. | met
with severa administrators of the school and pleaded
my case. The adminigraors were forced to
acknowledge their “mistake,” and | was ultimately
awarded the sought after diploma  Rather than
awaken me to the knowledge tha the system was
corrupt, my success combined with my youth and
naiveté served to reinforce my belief that the problem
lay with various individuals and not with communism.

Of coursg, life was not dl work and patriotic
paty duty. Although the building architecture of
communism was ugly, the architecture of its women
most certainly was not, and | did my far share of
investigating their dructurd detals. My most
memorable ddliance was with a very beautiful woman
severd years older than me who worked as an
adminigrator of the dentistry program. Gamar was a
very perssent young woman. Unfortunady, my
mother did not like her and screened dl cdls from
her, finaly causing a confrontation between us where
| was forced to tel Gamar our relaionship could not
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move forward. It wasn't only my mother’s
disgpprovd of Gamar that kept the relationship from
growing; | was bored and the tedium of my life
infected my desire to pursue a serious romance.

| graduated with my summa cum laude
diploma and set out to find a job. Predictably, that
too required connections or money to pay bribes,
which | il did not possess. | do, however, possess a
great ded of luck. It turned out the director of the
locd clinic was a man with the last name of
Ibrahimov. We were not relaed, but he gpparently
liked his name and therefore liked me. The femae
comrade who happened to be the director of the
medicd clinic took a liking to me too—which | was
haopy to encourage—and she persuaded Mr.
Ibrahimov to hire me. She dso convinced him that |
was only planning to work in the clinic for a short
time, which was important, since it meant he would
sooner be able to collect a bribe for the next man's
employment. It later became clear to me that Mr.
Ibrahimov’'s main occupation was collecting bribes
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and sharing the profits with his superiors. In fact, a
the time | think | was the only person who was hired
a Centrd Clinic #5 in Baku without having to pay a
bribe. It was a good ded for Mr. Ibrahimov and his
colleagues. | am a hard worker and production levels
rose during my tenure, making him look good. | was
aso awarded the first communist party membership
position ever offered to the clinic. It was a huge status
boost for the clinic, earning it the right of
representation, which could later lead to additiond
cash or the opportunity to be among the firg to
receive equipment or upgrades, or both. It was a small
victory for al of us“ordinary,” unconnected folks. All
of the directors bdieved the membership would be
awarded to one of the dentists, who held a higher
gatus than the technicians. After a generd meeting of
dl of the employees of the clinic and speeches made
by dl of the candidaies, | won the vote. The
corruption in the system gtill existed, but this time it
was defeated.

The dlinic was located in a gray, sngle-story
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building with few windows. To the right from the
entrance of the clinic there were severd doctors
offices that served various dentd professonds. The
technician’'s laboratory was a big room with
equipment that was quite primitive, teking into
congderation that it was the 1970s and imports of the
more sophisticated Western equipment were very
limited. The room was usudly hot and overcrowded
with technicians, and the long corridor was always full
of paients stting and waiting. In an atempt to add
some style to the space, somebody with a very poor
artistic eye placed blue and white pantings on the
walls.

| worked in the clinic for two long years. |
was pad a good wage, but the comfort the money
provided was not enough to make me hgppy. Some
may cdl it artistry, but those would be people without
talent or imagination. Creating teeth, even those made
of gold, is about as exciting as watching pant dry.
Every Monday | met my friends for lunch; every
Saturday | played soccer. The clinic was located near
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the Avrora metro sation in a very polluted part of
Baku cdled Chany grad, Russan for black city, a
reference to the poor ar. | lived in my parents home
and traveled to the clinic by over-crowded bus.

As terrible as my time in the army was, it was
the first time | had traveled outside of my country,
and it was exciting. When | listened for the sounds of
my life back in Baku, | heard nothing but white noise.
One day, like the cartoon light bulb that burgs into
view, a thought suddenly occurred to me | didn’t
want to be a technicd dentist, | wanted to be an
internationa journdist. 1 didn't know any journdists
a the time, nationd or internationd, so | am not sure
how | developed the idea. True, | could spesk Azeri
and Russan, but that wouldn't get me very far. The
title “internationd journdist” promised trave and
even hinted a intrigue, and it clearly was a whole lot
more interesting than making teeth. | began to write
for smdl locd publications and took severd classesin
English. | discovered | have a gift for languages,
progressed quickly through my classes, and within
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two years | was spesking English fluently. Sngle-
mindedness is the pleasure of youth; | drove toward
the vison of my future and accepted no lure or
detour. But | have heard it said that while man plans,
God laughs. Despite my ambition, my plans to find
my destiny were almost derailed.

Sometime in the early morning hours of June
6, 1979 my mother entered the room | shared with
my brother, she gently shook me out of my dumber,
and then shocked me into consciousness with a
whisper: “Your faher isill. He is dying.” My father
was not an old man; he was the picture of hedth just
hours before. | ran from my room and crossed the
hdl into my paents bedroom. Whaever had
happened during the hours | was adeep convinced
my mother that my father needed medicd attention. |
pushed through the strange bodies in white costumes
floating around his bed. They were moving dowly,
placing blankets on top of my father's prone body.
His eyes were closed, but his chest was moving. Then,
unbelievably, the medica team stepped away from his
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bedside and began to file out the door. | accosted one
of them.

“Where are you going? Stay here!”

The nurse looked & me and then & my
mother who was standing next to me. My mother
took my ebow and guided me back to the bed where
my faher lad; his eyes were still closed, and his
breathing was shdlow. | stared & his face, which was
unnaturdly gray, the color of stone; his lips were thin
and blue. It was only minutes later that | witnessed his
death rattle. My father emitted a whooping rasp and
then silence.

| had been scheduled to leave the next
morning for the Moscow Sae Inditute of
Internationad Relations to begin my studies. Career
change in acommunigt state is no simple task. Unlike
in the United Sates, | couldn’t just leave my position
and start anew. In order to begin my new studies, |
had to apply first to the government for permission to
take an gptitude exam. The Soviet educationd system
is completely dien to American custom and tradition.
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As with everything dse Soviet, continuing education
in certan dite inditutions required state approvd.
Without it, | would not be given the opportunity to
continue my studies in one of those ingtitutions. And
if gpproved, | was considered a representative of the
Soviet Republic of Azerbajan and was expected to
fulfill my internationd duty to my country—in other
words, do wel and stay out of trouble. | had
completed my interview months before with each of
the state officids and party bosses, and they gave me
permission to travel to Moscow as a representative of
Azerbajan. | had done so and met with the Moscow
officids of the Ingitute, who then approved my
application to take the aptitude exam. | took the exam
and | passed. | was scheduled to begin my studies,
when my father died. | was grief stricken by my loss
and began to lose faith in myself.

Degth is so samdl; the person is here and then
he is not. But the empty space in which | lived after
my father died was cavernous. | found comfort in old
rdigious cusoms that my family had ceased to
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practice for generaions. It gave me atool to process
my grief. Prior to 1920, when the Russan Army
invaded, a mgority of Azerbajanis were practicing
Shi‘a Mudims. However, during the Soviet regime,
religious practices were systematicaly repressed, and
Azerbdjanis, like much of the Soviet population,
smply stopped practicing them. | was then, and
remain, a secular Mudim, but | am thankful for the
sense of calm the funeral preparations required.
According to religious law, my father's body
had to be cleansed and then quickly buried so that his
soul could rest. The redity of my father’s degth came
to me through the touch of my fingers on his skin as
my brother and | washed his body with scented water.
A body without life is cold; it moves as a Sngle block
with odd parts atached by heavy hinges. It is a the
same time pliable and resstant, but its resistance is by
weight instead of force. Moving him and holding was
like molding a pliable piece of lead. Someone, | am
not sure who, purchased the traditional white kafan in
which my brother and | wrapped our father. He was
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buried in Mudim tradition without a coffin in an area
close to our home, a place | have not been to in a
long time but il vist in my dreams. | relived my
father’s death countless timesin Irag. | hope it made
me more sendtive to the needs of the men and
families | served there.

| spent the next year in Baku heding my
wounds and coming to terms with my father's
passing. Findly, the next year, | gathered my courage
and, in homage to my faher, I once agan embraced
my dream. | was given permission to take exams a
the Peoples Friendship Universty to sudy
internationa law. Upon ariving in Moscow, | was
asked to interview and take proficiency exams for the
newly crested internaiond journdism program.
Agan | passed and was offered a spot in the new
program. It was my dream coming to redity. | was
sure | was being given a gift from my father, who |
felt was watching over me and guiding me through

my new life.
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The mgority of the students in the program
were from countries outsde of the Soviet Union:
Asa, Africa, and South America | lived in the
univergity dormitory, obshgjitie. My first roommeate was
a very wedthy man from Kuwat and my second,
Alexander, was from Bydorussa Alex was tdl,
handsome, and shy. He was the perfect lure for young
women. He often brought them into the dorm, but
they spent the night with me. Needless to say, | have
very fond memories of my escgpades with my
roommate and friend.

The course of study was rigorous. First year
Soviet students were required to become fluent in two
languages other than his or her native tongue. | was
sdected to study Arabic and English. Non-Soviets
were required to study Russan. The rest of the
curriculum included course work in history, literature,
and domestic and internaiond journdism. Also
required was a steady dose of communist propaganda.
We were each required to atend meetings of the
komsomol, the Soviet youth organization, as wel as
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meetings of the communist party committee a the
univerdty. In 1986 | was avarded a Master of Artsin
Internationa  Journdism and Linguigtics, and
thereafter a Ph.D. from the Academy of Socid
Sciences in Moscow. By the time | had completed my
studiesin 1991, | spoke five languages fluently. Azeri,
Russan, English, Arabic, and Turkish. Given the
chance, | could travel the world; getting the chance
was another story entirely.

| am sngleminded to a fault. 1 worked
tirdesdy on my studies dmost to the exclusion of dl
else. My academic achievements were hard to ignore.
Other than eventudly being awarded my degree
Summa Cum Laude the recognition | received was in
the form of jibes and insults from ethnic Russans,
and the privileges | was granted were fewer than
those granted to classmates with wesker grades but
sronger connections to the party dite and more
money to spend on administrators and teachers. The
deeply held racist beliefs of the ethnic Russians were
only bardly conceded during the Soviet reign, and
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upon its collagpse dl pretense was dropped. During
my schooling | was frequently reminded of my ethnic
heritage and in no uncertain terms told to keep my
tongue and know my place. Even in gym class my
teacher made it a point of telling me that dl of the
politicd and economic troubles of the time were the
fault of my race—the Caucasians. | was a churka, from
one of the Caucuses, and therefore a person of lesser
gaus. The epithet hurled a me from the lips of the
ugly granddaughter of a former Moscow Communist
Party boss stung. She was a classmate of mine and
given praise and privileges beyond her due. She was a
mean-spirited girl who abused her position. What was
most reveding was that her faher was Armenian;
however, she chose to deny tha heritage in favor of
her mother’ s pure Russian blood.

One of the few friendships | forged during
my time & the university was with a professor by the
name of Farid Shukurovich Alizadeh, who taught
Fard. He was an ethnic Azeri, but had never lived in
Azerbaijan. 1t was his life-long dream to move back
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to his homeand. He was a gentle, intelligent man and
did his best to rase his family in accordance with
Azeri culture and tradition. He had a daughter a few
years younger than |, and | know he wished we would
marry. No culture has a monopoly on good children;
there will dways be some who try to harm ther
parents, but in the Soviet system a child could use the
government as a weagpon againgt the family. Professor
Alizadeh’s daughter dmost succeeded. She married a
man who did not meet her family’'s gpprovad and left
Moscow. She later returned and atempted to
convince the government that she should be awarded
part of the property her father had worked decades to
obtan. She was able to convince one of the paty
bosses to investigate her father's property. The boss
was envious of the professor. Despite dl the superior
amenities he recalved as party boss, the goartment he
had been awaded was only moderae in sze
Professor Alizedeh’'s was larger. According to Soviet
law, if the Professor’s apartment was larger than the
Party determined his needs were, his daughter could
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clam part of it for hersdf. Fortunatdy, she lost her
bid, but 1 was deeply disturbed and angered by the
sory. Laer his son was brutaly murdered, and the
crime was never solved. The stress overwheimed my
dear professor, and he died of a heart attack shortly
theresfter. Sll | remained blinded by the communist
rhetoric and beieved with dl my heat that my
achievements would win me success; the problem was
with individuals, not with the system.






The Winds of Change

My father’s death was quick and painless (for
him). The deeth of the Soviet Union was dow. It was
marked by periods of deterioration, followed by short
surges of power for the old communist leeders. Iraq,
too, is suffering a long panful desth. Former leaders
and those who held privileged positions are fighting
to retain their power. Of course, the detals differ
sgnificantly, but the generd story is the same. As the
old regme dies, the codition forces are playing
midwife to the difficult birth of a new order. For me,
it felt like dgavu al over again.

In June 1986 | had begun working a the
Executive Committee of the Red Cross for the USSR.
| had a job typicd of the communist era | was
assigned to the Internaiond Depatment of the
Centrd Committee of the Communist Party, and it
was my respongbility to use my language skills to
review open and public information published by
Western  agencies  regarding  Soviet-American
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relations. | assessed the information and reported to
the former USSR ambassador to the United Sates,
Anatoly Daobrynin, and later to Vdentin Fdin, former
Soviet ambassador to West Germany, as well as
Dmitry Lisovolik, who headed up the U.S/Canada
division of the Department.

In 1989, & age thirty-three, | decided it was
time for me to mary. | had been spending many
evenings after work waking adong residentid streets,
looking into the apartments of men and women and
their families and suddenly felt very londly. | come
from a culture where aranged marriages are dill
customary. | believed if | could meet a young woman
whom | liked and liked me, | could convince her
family to dlow her to marry me. | did just that. |
asked my supervisor a the Red Cross for a week off
to return to Baku to find a bride. He looked at me like
| was absolutely out of my mind, but he decided to
take up the chalenge and let me go. My family knew
of my plan and had lined severd dates up for me, but
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it was too structured. It felt too traditiond, too much
like the arranged marriages of the past. | wanted a
relaionship that a least reflected in some way the
times in which we were living, and | wanted the
atraction between my bride and mysdlf to be mutud
and independent of our families. During one of my
last days home riding bus #65, | saw her. She wes a
the front of the bus holding onto some books. |
moved up to where she was seated and asked her for
the time, admittedly not the most credive
introductory remark, but it worked. | was able to
continue the conversation until she dissmbarked. By
that time | had learned her name and obtaned a
phone number. Truth is, | was not as successful as |
bdieved mysdf to be, because she had given me her
aunt’s phone number and not her own. But | was
undeterred. | returned to Moscow without my bride,
but 1 truly hoped and believed it would only be a
matter of time. | was persstent. Lelldsaunt and | had
many telephone conversations over the next few
months. She was indeed an excellent gatekeeper. She
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delayed my meeting with Leila until such time as she
was sure | was honest and sincere in my quest.
Finaly, afamily meeting was arranged. | flew back to
Baku and met with Lela and her family & the
gopointed time. My mother and older brother joined
me. Her family was fifteen people strong including
aunts, uncles, and grandparents. | have taken alot of
exams in my life, but | was the most nervous for this
one. | took a deep breath and told them everything |
thought they would want to know. | told them | was
hedthy, educated, had a good job, and would take
good care of Lella | told them my worst fault was my
sngle mindedness in reeching a god. They turned
from me and conversed amongst one another, and
then smiles broke out on dl of their faces. | passed, |
won, | got the ded! They gpproved. They brewed
some swest tea, which traditiondly marked the family
blessing, and on December 12, 1989 we were married.
The next day we left for Moscow.

It was a beautiful introduction to the city. A
light snow had fdlen, and the city was slent and
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glistening. My new bride had never been away from
her family and had never traveled out of Azerbajan. |
beieve in omens, and it was agood omen. Nether of
us has ever regretted our decision.

During my time there, Moscow suffered from
a svee housng shortage The remedy was
communa housing, or kommunalka. | had dready
been living in the kommunalka when | met my wife. It
was actudly an improvement from my living quarters
previoudy, which included renting space from a
temperamenta adcoholic who threw me out the door
with no forewarning. It was so bad tha one night |
was forced to deep in the tran sation because | had
nowhere ese to go. The kommunalka is the
quintessentid communist incarnation. It is a living
unit in which severa families share a bathroom and a
kitchen; privacy, such as it is, can only be achieved in
the bedroom. It was more like living in a barracks or
dormitory than in an gpartment. Lellaand | shared a
three-room flat located near the Medvedkovo metro
dation tha included the communa aea and two
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bedrooms. When | left for Baku the second time in
hopes of bringing Lella back as my wife, the woman
with whom | shared the gpartment was quite ill. |
never thought she liked me very much during our
time together, but | later learned it was merdy a
reflection of the pan she endured daly. As | was
about to leave for the arport, Olga Ivanovna cadled
out to me. For the second time in my life, | entered a
room where degth hovered overhead. Her son and
daughter were & her sde. She sad goodbye and
wished me luck. She died the next day. Lela and |
atended the funerd together. Olgas son told me it
was his mother’'s wish that | take her bedroom, which
was the bigger of the two. Unfortunatdy, before we
were able to make the exchange, Olgas long-time
friend arranged for a man to take over the space.
Evgeniy was an dcoholic man prone to violent
episodes. He was divorced but remaned obsessed
with his former wife and frequently forced his way
into our bedroom looking for his ex-wife and
accusing me of having sex with her.
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My memories of romancing my new wife in
tha dtrange environment leave me with a sweet
instead of a bitter taste. We were unknown to one
another, and my wife was barely out of her teens and
inexperienced. In the early days of our marriage, she
would follow me around the gpartment as if playing a
child’'s game and mimic everything | did. Findly we
would bresk into peds of laughter. We ill do
whenever we remember our lives there.

Before we celebrated our first anniversary, our
daughter was born, and | decided it was time to get
away from Evgeniy. Because of my employment, |
was able to arrange for my family to move to asingle,
non-communad gpartment. It was a sixth-floor walk-
up, smaler than the kommunalka and on a noiser
Street, but it was far more private and located near a
shaded area where Lela could wak with our daughter
in the new perambulator we purchased. The day we
were to leave, Evgeniy came into our gpartment very
drunk and very belligerent. When asked, he refused to
leave. Fearing for the safety of my wife and daughter,
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| pushed him outsde. My pent up anger with that
lunatic reached deadly proportions. | forced him
down and smashed his face repeatedly into the
ground. Findly, | wes pulled away by a concerned
neighbor, who didn't want to see my wife and child
abandoned while | served time in jal for murder. My
gmal family moved the next day and stayed in the
new apartment until we left Moscow two years later.
On March 11, 1985, Mikhall Gorbachev was
elected Generd Secretary of the Communist Party
and de facto ruler of the Soviet Union. The world
changed. When he came to power the Soviet
economy was faling, worsened by miners strikes.
Store shelves were empty; some of the Soviet
republics continued to cdl for grester independence,
and ethnic conflicts in Transcaucasia (which includes
Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbajan) were accelerating.
Gorbachev transformed the Soviet Union. His
policies of glasnost (openness) and perestroika
(restructuring) gave the populous a sense of power
and ataste of freedom that was the ultimate undoing
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of the seventy-year union of republics. For the first
time, representatives of foreign countries came to the
Soviet Union to invest and exchange goods and idess.
The entire structure of Soviet society as | had known
it began to shift. At the time | was unsure how | felt
about it. Fortunes were being made, but it seemed as
though the people that were making them were the
same people who had been in power during the old
system.

Independent newspapers, magezines, televi-
son and radio popped up. The Ploshad Nogina,
where | worked, was Stuated across from a quiet
park. Before Gorbachev's reforms an elderly woman
used to sweep the square every morning. Every
morning | would say hello to her and she would reply
“Good morning, son.” Then the character of the
Ploshad Nogina changed; it became a gathering place
for the new Russan businessman complete with cell
phones, laptop computers, and progtitutes. Clothing
styles changed, even the manner of taking to other
people changed. Life became louder and more
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frenetic. Restaurants popped up dong the plaza like
mushrooms. One afternoon | decided to try one. The
obsequious waiter fawned dl over me, inssting on
segting me near a window that was unobstructed so
that | could watch the activities outside, unfolding my
ngpkin and pouring me a glass of water with just the
correct number of ice cubes. Then he brought the
menu. The prices were, to my mind, outrageous and
to my pocket unreechable, and | left. So gpparently
did the elderly woman.

It was not a course of Steady progress
forward. Perestroika in theory should have led to
greater debate and understanding among the different
populations of the Soviet Union; instead it created an
opportunity for many to express long held ethnic
hatred with little fear of reprisd. People like mysdlf
were jeered & on the dreet, and one time | was
threatened while waiting in line to purchase food.

It's dl in the language, in the definitions, in
the types of words you use: comrade instead of friend,
microrayon insteed of home or gpartment, Azeri or
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Armenian or Georgian instead of citizen. The heat
and fire from the mixing of races and ethnicities in
the United Sates created a melting pot. In the Soviet
Union those same dements only served to cregte
greater friction and separaion among its peoples.
During the period of perestroika things turned ugly and
unpredictable. The children of communism had never
been taught how to ded with freedom, and the Sate
as parent had been too redtrictive during their youth.
The release of date control over dl things crested a
vacuum. The populaion acted as a bunch of ill-
behaved teenagers who no longer needed to heed
common rules of civility. The disintegration and
ultimate demise of communism as a system was a
good thing, but its unexpected and unintended
consequences have lead to a proliferation of ethnic
conflicts, first among the peoples of the former
Soviet republics and later in the Middle East, which
was no longer controlled through the baance of
power between the Soviet Union and the United
States.
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The changes initiated by perestroika and glasnost
were beginning to have an effect on my career. In
November of 1990, | left the Red Cross and began
employment at the League of Scientific and Industrid
Asociations of the USSR, As Chief Expert
Interpreter of the Internationa Depatment, | was
part of ateam responsble for developing economic
and trade relaions between the Soviet Union, the
United Sates, Canada, and Jgpan. It was one of the
first organizations created specificdly for the purpose
of opening up Soviet markets to foreign interests, and
it was my first opportunity to work with educators
and businessmen from the West. The president of the
Association was a former influentid employee of the
Centrd Committee, Arkady Volsky, who wisdly used
his contacts within the communist system to secure
his podtion in the Association. It turned out to be a
very successful move for him. Others who failed to
adapt quickly found themsdves in the unfamiliar
postion of ordinariness. They soon logt dl the
accoutrements of privilege, some with very dire
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results. Dmitry Lisovolik, whom | reported to a the
Internationa Department of the Centrd Committee
of the Communist Party, was one such individua. No
longer invited to shop a the stores reserved for the
Party dlite, he was required to stand in line with the
rest of the masses to purchase food. He was unable to
tolerate his change in circumstance and committed
auicide. It was a frightening omen of events to come.
Western journdists showed up a Lisovolik’s funerd.
They were quietly convinced to leave, having been
given the paty line that dl was well with Soviet
society.

There was little discusson about the change
in the politicd and economic climate a my place of
employment, a least with me. | was outside the loop
of the powerful and connected. Those with whom |
did converse seemed, like me, cautious. We had
grown up bdieving in the communist system, and it
was hard to accept tha the changes were permanent.
We were convinced that despite the rhetoric, the
KGB continued to have eyes and ears everywhere,
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and it was only a matter of time until things would
return to normal and those who were too vocal would
bejailed or worse.

A month after | joined the team at the League
of Scientific and Industrid Associations of the USSR,
| was hired by LunaTrading Inc. to help coordinae
economic and trade activities between Jgpan and the
USSR. In addition, I was working on my Ph.D.,
hoping tha the new era of glasnost would provide me
the occasion to travel. Sill opportunities continued to
pass me by. Control seemed to have shifted from the
Kremlin to individud Mafioso, who were even more
brutd in their grab for power. In spite of many
promises, | was never asked to join any of my
employers on ther trips oversess. In truth, the
policies of perestroika and glasnost, which were meant to
open Soviet society, were proving an impediment to
my opportunities for advancement. And | was not
aone.

Government, Soviet culture, and the economy
were crumbling. In an effort to save the system,
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Gorbachev negotiated a New Union Treaty tha
would have converted the Soviet Union into a
federation of independent republics. On August 19,
1991, the day before the treaty was to be sgned, a
group of hard line communists atempted a coup
d'etat. The putsch of August 19 through 22 was a
dizzying three days.

| awoke on the 19" to news reports that
Gorbachev had suddenly taken ill and power was
being transferred to Vice President Gennady Y anayev
and the newly formed State Committee for a Sate of
Emergency, or GKChP. A chill ran down my spine
upon learning that the committee was composed of
the leaders of the KGB (the notorious Soviet
intelligence agency), the military, and the police. | was
not frightened, but | am cautious by nature, and |
arived a work careful not to respond to comments
and questions of my colleagues. Nothing seemed out
of the ordinary except perhgps there agppeared to be
more policemen on the street than was typical. Later
that morning | heard a low rumble and the floor
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shook. The centrd boulevards in Moscow ae
unusudly broad, designed for military control. Within
hours most of them were filled with tanks and
amored personnd cariers. | tried to mantan my
routine during those three days, but entering and
leaving the building sometimes proved difficult. On
the first day of the putsch, hundreds of people filled
the Ploschad Nogina, and some of the demonstrators
tried to bresk into our building. Arkady Volsky, the
presdent of Scientific and Industrid Associations,
managed to convince the crowd that our organization
had nothing to do with the Centrd Committee of the
Communigt party, even though we shared space on
the Ploschad Nogina with them. Laer tha day
troops surrounded the area and kept the crowds at
bay during the remainder of the uprising. | kept my
distance, as | did not want to anger any of the
weapon-toting soldiers. 1 could gill remember the
steel-toed kick to my ribs. | adso did not want to
paticipate in the demonstrations. | am a quiet man,
and as an interpreter, | am by nature an observer;
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more importantly, | had ayoung wife and child, and |
was responsble for their safety. Each day more
people filled the streets. Many gpproached the tanks,
some stood in ther path, others stuck flowers in the
guns. At one point | watched a mob of people storm
Dzerzhinsky Square, the place where the KGB was
headquartered. Felix Edmundovich Dzerzhinsky was
widely recognized as the father of the notorious
inteligence agency, a ruthless murderer who was
responsible for the death of millionsin the early years
of the Russian Revolution. A number of people tried
in van to topple the statute of Dzerzhinsky. What
was odd was that the KGB brutes just stood on the
roof of their building quietly watching. There was an
unred qudlity to the whole affair, dmost as if it were
completely orchestrated on both the pat of the
military and the crowds. In fact, | was unable to shake
that feding during the entire event, and | was
unwilling to become atool played by others for their

own gain.
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Later | went back to Dzerzhinsky Square,
curious to see what was going on there. A crowd was
ill milling about, and there was a frightening energy
in the ar. The door to the KGB building had the
word “fascists’ spray-painted across it, and severd of
the doors and windows to the buildings had been
smashed. The Dzerzhinsky statute lay prone on the
ground. | asked a man standing near me wha had
happened, and he explained to me tha a crane had
come and brought the statue down, dl under the
noses of the KGB! Again, | couldn’t shake the fedling
that this was someone's dangerous game of chess. |
saw no future in it, and ingtinctively | knew | would
soon be starting over.

By August 20 dl independent news agencies
were officidly shut down. A couple of them resorted
to handing out flyers to keep everyone aoreast of the
developments. Curfews were imposed and mass
gatherings were banned. Younger people still openly
discussed events in public places, but older people
were much more cautious, still uncertan how the
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events would play out. At home | turned on the
televison to seeif | could learn more about what was
happening. Centra Televison was broadcasting the
ballet Swan Lake of all things.

Police began checking passports and
identification papers. And more than once | saw
Russian officers abusing non-Russians. It was open
season. | gpproached one such policeman and asked
him why he was midregting a young man. He
responded to me by saying dl Caucasians were
criminds and should be trested as such. | was
speechless. | felt | was safe, because | had a propiska, a
document that proved | was a proper resident of
Moscow, which was particularly difficult for non-
professona Caucasians to obtain, but under those
conditions | was afrad the stuation could change at
any moment.

Then, on August 22 it was dl over.
Gorbachev was miraculousy heded, but politicaly
severely weakened.

It was time for me to go home.






A Communist Democracy

| left for Azerbajan in the hopes | could
exploit new opportunities that were arising there. It
was cler to me tha it was only a matter of time
before Azerbajan clamed independence from the
Soviet Union. Whether the Soviet Union would
quietly accept that declaration or once agan invade
my country was unclear. My instincts proved correct;
four months later, the Soviet Union ceased to exist.
As of December 1991, dl of the Republics had
declared independence.

Ethnic conflicts intendfied. | have often
compared the ethnic conflicts in Iragq to those tha
exploded after the disintegration of the Soviet Union,
and wondered how much they redly differ from one
another. Change the names, but the Sories ae
essentially the same.

Given my background in internationa
relaions, it seemed my best opportunities lay in the
diplomatic corps. Fortunately, when | went back to
Baku to explore future opportunities, | was able to get
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an audience with the foreign minister. We had along
fruitful conversation, and he promised me if |
returned to Baku, he would offer me a job in the
ministry. He presented me with a letter of invitation
to tha effect, and | took him & his word. It was a
gamble | dmost lost. My colleagues a the League
were certain that the center of Centrd Asan power
would return and reman in Moscow. They were
concerned that the conflict that had recently erupted
agan in the Nagorno-Karabakh region would
overflow into other parts of Azerbajan, throwing the
country into civil war, causng my new diplomatic
prospects to eveporate. The conflict between the
Armenians and the Azeris had reignited in 1988.
Shusha, my childhood summer playground, was at the
center of the conflict and served as a mountan
stronghold from which the Azerbajani forces shelled
the Armenians. In May 1992, the Armenians launched
a counter-offensive and cgptured Shusha It was then
that my extended family was forced to leave as the
city was looted and burned by the invading forces.
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Hedging my bet, | thanked my colleagues,
who assured me | would dways be welcomed back,
and returned to Azerbajan. Ultimatdy, my
caculaions proved correct, for many former Soviet
republics including Azerbajan took a pro-Western
orientation, which opened a lot of opportunities to
see the world and work in other countries. But there
was a period of severd months when | wondered
whether my luck had run out.

It had been difficult to leave Moscow; after dll
| had lived and worked there for twelve years. My
wife and | waked the streets, remembering our first
days together, excited about the prospect of returning
home, where our daughter would have more
opportunity to spend time with her grandparents,
aunts, uncles, and cousins. So we left with light hearts,
full of anticipation and hope of a newly independent
country ripe with opportunity. But even as hopeful as
| was about our future, my past experiences and
disappointments kept me in check, and | decided not
rdinquish my Moscow apatment just yet. |, of
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course, could not afford two gpatments, one in
Moscow and one in Baku, so my wife and | split up.
She and my daughter lived with her parents, and |
lived in my mother’ s home along with my brother and
his family. Lella and | dared to believe the stuation
would be temporary, and we would be reunited once |
was given the promised position.

My decison to hold onto my Moscow
goartment was prophetic, because no sooner had we
left Moscow than we encountered an unexpected
problem and had our first experience with the new
face of Azerbajani corruption. No longer was the
corruption masked by the face of the Soviets. This
time the corruption was internd, due to the forces a
work within the new Azerbajani government and
diplomatic corps. The Popular Front was running the
government, and after seventy-plus years of
communist rule, they were decidedly anti-Soviet.
Many of the leaders of the Popular Front resembled
the thugs of Soviet Russa—they just wore different
uniforms. As a sgn of independence, they inssted
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that the populous spegk only Azeri, notwithstanding
the fact tha for the last seventy years the citizens of
the large cities in Azerbajan spoke Russan as their
primary tongue. To ingst on immediate change was
foolhardy and unnecessary.

S while my Moscow credentids were
impressive, they actudly worked to my disadvantage
in the nascent days of the democracy. | found mysdlf
in the offices of the Foreign Ministry dally. | arrived
with my letter of invitation in hand and left with the
same letter—promises only, but no employment. |
was losing patience and was beginning to think |
would have to return to Moscow. | was angry and
depressed and fdt foolish in believing that once the
Soviets left, things would ingtantly change, tha
education and work ethic would count for something
instead of money and influence. | began to consider
returning to Moscow, and | dmost came to blows
with my father-in-law, who threstened he would not
dlow Leilaor my daughter to leave Baku for Moscow
during this time of uncertainty.
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Findly, the ice broke. | cornered Albert
Aliyev, the deputy foreign minister. He had greeted
me everyday as | arived to see if my postion had
been findized, and he nodded when | complained to
him. It seemed to me a the time that at least he was
sympathetic to my stuation. | cdled his name as he
goproached and stood in front of him so that he was
unable to pass. | barely controlled my temper and
spoke to him through gritted teeth. | wasn't sure he
was listening to me, but he was clearly watching me. |
sarted to perspire as my emotions took over, and |
saw him look a my upper lip. Sdf-conscious, | wiped
it, and he nodded—perhaps an acknowledgment that
my words were true and my Stuation required action.
Then he took my papers from me and disgppeared
into the building. | stood there wondering whether
my precious letter was being destroyed and calculating
my next course of action if in fact it was. Fortunately,
| never had to prepare a plan. Aliyev returned ten
minutes later and announced to me | was now

officidly employed by the Foreign Ministry of
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Azerbaijan. Findly, sx months &fter | returned home,
| recaeived my diplomatic credentias and was asked to
serve as second secretary to the Foreign Ministry of
Azerbajan. | was to work in the Information
Department.

Our offices were in an old building in the
center of the city not far from the boulevard a the
Caspian Sea It was a smple afar. The entire
department was located in one room; even the head
of the depatment, Fakhraddin Kurbanov, shared
gpace with us. We each were assigned a table, which
served as a desk. Our duties were simply to assess and
caegorize the incoming and outgoing information
rdlated to our diplomatic ectivities with other
countries. Sll, I was worried that my failure to aly
myself with the ruling party would once again hurt my
chances for advancement. Fortunately, that did not
come to fruition; two months later | was promoted to
first secretary. We moved offices and | was gppointed
acting head of the Press Sarvice of the Foreign
Ministry. The Popular Front government was strongly
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pro-Western, so my ability to speak English and my
research in Western politics became an advantege. |
was placed in charge of U.S and Canadian afarsin
the Internationa Department. Things were beginning
to look up; my family’s fortunes were improving.

We relinquished our Moscow gpartment and
moved into a spacious gpartment formerly owned by
the daughter of a Soviet generd; my family was finaly
reunited under one roof. | returned briefly to Moscow
to retrieve the few furnishings we had and moved
them up into our second-floor “Sdinka syle
apartment, so named &fter the former Soviet leader
Sdin. It was a nicely designed three-room gpartment
with high ceilings, wide windows, and solid wals. It
was located close to the center of the city, with two
balconies, one facing an inner courtyard and the other
facing a busy city dreet across from a daute of
Azizbekov, one of the former Soviet Baku
commissars. The statue had an outstretched hand that
symbolized forward movement into the future. |
loved the statute and often whispered to it, asking
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which way it was directing me, where should | go? My
daughter started nursery school; it was located right
next door to our building, and | was able to wak to
work. The first floor of our building housed a music
school, and | have fond memories of readying for
work and beginning my wak down the hill listening
to the cacophony of sounds coming from the rooms
below.

We spent time with our family and a smdl
group of friends from the ministry. My closest friend
was deputy Foreign Minister Albert Aliyev, after he
forgave me for accosting him in the corridors of the
ministry, and | thanked him for his efforts to help me
win my gppointment. He was ederly and gray-haired;
he walked fast and talked the truth. He never hid his
past as a former KGB colond, even though tha
association was frowned upon by the ruling Popular
Front. Indeed, he shaed my concern tha the
leadership was cregting an internaiond image of
incompetence and inexperience in foreign affairs.
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Many ill-consdered actions were taken with
regard to Azerbajan’s reationship with Iran and
Russa Some people were concerned that the former
Soviet government would once agan invade our
country and resssert its power. There were clear
reasons to digrust the Iranian government as well.
There are an estimated twenty million ethnic Azeris
living in the northern provinces of Iran, concentrated
in and around the city of Tebriz. The centrd Iranian
government has aways been suspicious of the ethnic
Azeri population, and Iran was concerned that a
strong, independent republic of Azerbajan could
become a powerful destabilizing factor within its
borders. Nonethdess, as a smdl country, surrounded
by big regiona players, Azerbajan could ill-afford to
undertake any aggressive action a the time of our
fragile independence. Those countries could cause a
lot of troubles for us. And dlegedly they did. After
the Armenian-Azerbajani conflict  broke out,
reportedly both Russa and Iran unofficidly sided
with Armenia. As aresult, Azerbajan lost about 20%
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of its territory. the Nagorno-Karabakh region plus
seven additiond surrounding regions. In my opinion,
that was the price that the Popular Front government
of Azerbaijan pad for its clear anti-Russian and anti-
Iranian policies.

In addition, | was frustrated by the growing
srength of the relationship between Azerbajan and
Turkey. The dogan among the diplomats working
with Turkey was. “One naion, two countries” |
thought Azerbajan had had enough of foreign
influences, and it was time to continue the history and
development of our own separae, independent
nation. Fortunately, the Turkish influence dissipated
after the Popular Front lost power, and the members
of the Foreign Service who had championed the
Turkish cause, emigrated there.

As diplomats in the Ministry, Aliyev and |
would voice our disagreement with the government
privately to each other, but we didn’t dare publicly
voice our disagreement. In that case we would smply
be fired. Most of the Ministry employees didn't redly
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care much about the policies conducted in this or that
areg, everybody was busy trying to get an assgnment
to one of the embassies abroad. The inter-department
intrigues were mainly amed at who was going to be
the chief of this or tha department. However, in
generd, | bdieve the Foregn Ministry played a
postive role in  deveoping Azerbajan’s
independence, and | am proud that | shared the
drategic direction of the Foreign Ministry in the
development of Azerbaijan’s independence.

The government was actively involved in
aoplying for membership in drategic internationa
organizations, including the U.N., OSCE, and
NATO. Foregn policy priorities included
development of peaceful diplomatic and economic
relaionships with neighboring countries, integration
into the world economy, and promotion and
exploitation of Azerbajan’srich oil reserves. The first
atempts by the Popular Front government to use the
oil factor was, in my opinion, a very powerful
economic and diplomatic tool. That factor was fully
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utilized by the government of Heydar Aliyev, which
came to power one year later. Eventualy, it atracted
the commercid interests and much needed
investments of Western countries in Azerbajan, and
later it influenced the strategic relationships between
Azerbdjan and the West, particularly the U.S Today,
the powerful oil consortium which conssts of the
internationa oil companies is fully operationd in the
capitd Baku. Not only has it had a dgnificant
influence on Azerbajani foreign policy, it has dso
contributed to the beginning of the creation of an
Azerbajani middle class by opening employment
opportunities to young English-spegking Azeris.
However, to dae, in my opinion, not enough has
been done to expand opportunities and encourage the
growth of the middle class. That falure has led to
increased economic difficulties and encouraged the
continued growth of the black market and graft. It
continues to be a corrupting force in Azerbaijan, and,

| believe, in Irag as well.
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In 1992, specid atention was being pad to
relaions with the West, and the U.S in particular. As
aperson in charge of the U.S and Canadian afairs, |
was actively involved in different meetings and
negotiations with U.S embassy representatives. The
fird¢ U.S ambassador to Azerbajan was Richard
Miles, and | was in regular contact with his deputy
Robert Finn. Mr. Finn was a former Turkic language
scholar. He sometimes spoke in Azeri, but with a
strong Turkish accent. Actualy, the Azeri and Turkish
languages share much of the same vocabulary, so he
was able to converse with locas in their own tongue
and ill be understood. We had a very good working
and persond reationship; he and | usudly spoke to
one another in English.

By the end of 1996, Azerbajan had become a
full-fledged member of the internationad community.
The single blot on our internationd Staius was
Section 907 of the Freedom Support Act. The
Freedom Support Act was legidation enacted by the
United Sates Government designed to help in the



Invitation to Rain 107

rebuilding of the newly independent republics of the
former Soviet Union. Passed on October 24, 1992, it
is replete with provisions for financid, technicd, and
other forms of assstance “to support freedom and
open markets in the independent states of the former
Soviet Union.” Amid these good works, however, isa
little-known but important and mischievous clause
that prohibits the provison of U.S assstance “to the
Government of Azerbajan until the Presdent
determines that the Government of Azerbajan is
taking demongtrable steps to cease dl blockades and
other offensve uses of force agans Armenia and
Nagorno-Karabakh.”

In brief, athough often seen as areligious war
between Chrigians and Mudims, the Armenian-
Azerbajani war is redly a territorid dispute over
Nagorno-Karabakh, a region located in the western
pat of Azerbajan. The conflict compares in many
ways to the Serbian-Mudim war in Bosnia and the
Qunni, Shiite, and Kurd conflicts in lrag. It is a
dispute that began centuries ago and, consistent with
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the culturd redities of Centrd Asa and the Middle
East, has survived generations of desth and
destruction. The modern face of the conflict began in
February 1988, when Armenians perceved a
weskness in the Soviet centrd government and
decided to take advantage of it. Ethnic Armenians
living in Nagorno-Karabakh demanded secession
from Azerbajan to join Armenia, arguing that their
low status in Azerbajan made life there intolerable.
The Armenian authorities in Yerevan then armed
Armenian nationdists in Nagorno-Karabakh and
gponsored the cregtion of a military force. From the
beginning, Yerevan authorities clamed not to be
involved in the fighting, inssting that the Armenians
of Nagorno-Karabakh shouldered the entire military
effort, an amazing contention, given that its tiny
population of 150,000 was soundly besting an
Azerbaijani population of 7,500,000. The hollowness
of this clam became obvious over time. For example,
TheNev Yak Timssreported in August 1993 that the
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Armenian army, not forces from Nagorno-Karabakh,
controlled the Azerbaijani city of Zangelan.

The war between Armenia and Azerbajan
easly ranks as one of the bloodiest conflicts among
the former Soviet republics. What had been mainly
locd warfare during the Soviet period (1988-91) has,
snce Azerbajan clamed independence, developed
into an open military conflict between two states.
Fortunately, | did not lose any family members to the
conflict, but it clamed the life of a former colleague
of mine from my daysin Moscow. Tofig Ismailov was
a man dedicaed to peace. He traveled between
Azerbajan and Moscow in a van atempt to find a
solution and hdt the bloodshed. He died when his
helicopter was shot down during a peace mission to
the region.

The officid Azerbajani postion cdls for an
end to fighting on the bass of existing borders, the
assurance of minority (namely, Armenian) rights in
Nagorno-Karabakh, and the safe return of refugees to
their places of permanent residence. In contradt, the
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Armenian dde is holding out for keeping the
occupied territories under its military control.

The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict was to
continue to play a sgnificant role in my life. One
September morning in 1992, | arrived a& work and
was greeted by the assstant to the foreign minister,
who informed me tha tha day | was assgned to
accompany a group of Western journdigts to the war
theater. It was actudly one of my first assgnments as
acting head of the press service. There were five
journdigts in the group, representing the U.S,
Germany, and Great Britain. | didn't particularly like
them. They were interested in details, but not realities.
They didn't seem to understand we were about to
enter awar zone where people were suffering horrible
injuries and dying. Their atitude toward the locas
was characterized by arrogance, but | gppreciated
ther openness and professondism. They were
dressed very casudly, some of them were wearing
typica multi-pocket jackets, which the journdists
usudly wore in the fidld. | was wearing a suit, which |
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came to regret later in the day. They were quite
young, between twenty-five and thirty-five years old.
Of the group, one journdist was American and one
was British. | never learned the nationdities of the
other three.

We were trangported to the arport by
minibus and then boarded a Soviet-made helicopter
to the city of Aghdam. As we gpproached the ares,
the chopper began to fly in a zigzag pattern so asto
avoid hogtile fire from below. Tweve years later, |
was to take the same type of trip into Baghdad. As
soon as we started to approach the conflict area, the
fellow from Britain became very aggressive, trying to
record everything he saw and thrusting his upper
body over the window of the helicopter. He was
hanging out s0 far that his entire upper body was
outsde of the chopper, and | was darad tha he
would fdl. | tried to warn him, but he ignored me.
From up above we could see lakes, mountans, and
forests that had become no-go zones. | was
momentarily overcome with sadness and regret,
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believing that this was probably the last time | would
see these places. | closed my eyes and breathed in the
air and tried to commit it to memory.

| tried to engage the pilot in conversaion, a
stocky young man sporting a large moustache. He
spoke little, but | did learn he was origindly from
Aghdam, which was under siege by Armenian forces
operating out of their postions in the village of
Nakhichevanik. The pilot boasted to me tha the
people of the city were ready to defend it to the
death, but he was worried about rumors tha the
Armenians were receiving support from Russians and
other mercenary groups. | never learned if the rumors
were true.

Once we landed, we were transported by jeep
to the Azerbajani command post. The trip took
about an hour. Aghdam tranglates roughly as white roof,
and | remembered as a child being told stories about
the brave people of tha city. | was shocked by the
gate of the city when we arrived. Aghdam had been a
wedthy city, and its people took great pride in its
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appearance, but there was no longer any dignity to the
place. Few people waked the garbage filled streets.
There were no rooftops on any of the houses in my
fidd of vison. The structures resembled the jagged
teeth of the mongers that populated my childhood
nightmares. There was no greenery, just dust and
holes and dl manner of debris. Only weeks laer,
fearing recapture by Azerbajan, the city was
completely destroyed by Armenian troops. Today the
city stands as a sllent monument to the waste of war.
It isaghost town, its rich culture destroyed. It serves
a a source of condgruction materid and sullied
income for the scavengers of war.

Upon arivd we were met by one of the
commanders of the Aghdam military unit. | believe he
was a colond. He looked exhausted. | introduced the
journalists to him, and he introduced himself to them.
We followed him past a group of young soldiers
between eighteen and twenty years old. They, too,
looked exhausted in their dusty uniforms, smoking
cigarettes and taking quietly, their Kdashnikovs by
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their ddes covered with green tgpe to keep the
magazines tighter agangt the assault rifle The
journdigts took notes as we followed the colone
toward the mobile field hospital. Before we reached
the hospitd, he stopped a a large, singestory
building and bid us to enter. It was a warehouse. It
stored the dead. This was the first such warehouse |
would enter; the second one would bein Irag.

Poets, reporters, and noveigs have written
much &bout the battlefidd, but no one has ever
written about the warehouses of the dead. When the
dead are not buried in mass graves, they are stored in
warehouses. The firg thing that strikes you when you
enter a“dead warehouse’ is the sllence. Actudly, it is
more like an absence of sound. It’s as if the sound-
gpace is dead too; there is no echo. There is not so
much a chill as alack of warmth because of alack of
body heat to warm the space. The ar is heavy and
damp, like breathing through awet blanket, and there
is an odor that is a mixture of mold and blood and
summer’s stagnant water due in part to decay and in
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pat to the naturd release of body gases from the
dead. There is no dignity or glory in such a place. |
visted awarehousein Irag. It was clean and nesat. But
the bodies | saw in the warehouse in the Nagorno-
Karabakh region of Azerbajan were not trested as
well; most were not covered, some were Sitting up,
others leaning, ill others lying down. They seemed
animate even in death, their bloated bodies causing
their clothes to gretch taut asif they ae too much a
ther last med. At first | thought al the people in the
room were crouched together hiding from the waer.
Then the smdl hit me, and | redized they were dead
and gpparently had been stored there for quite a
while. The colond looked at the journdigts, his face
had grown deep lines in it just in the few minutes
since we entered the warehouse. He looked a me and
gestured towards the journdigts, indicating he wanted
me to interpret: “Look a what is happening to
ordinary citizens, what was their fault?’

| till have dreams of that place, but they are
mingled now with images of my time in Irag. My
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dream begins with a child standing on the roadside;
he has no shoes. His dark brown hair has a gray caste
of dirt, but it’s his eyes that stir my soul. They are a
deep brown, dmost black. There is an emotion
behind them, but | can’t tell if it's fear or deceit. So |
don’'t answer his pleas for hep and return to the
truck. | open the door and look in; it is not the
interior of the convoy truck, black leather and army
camouflage. It is the interior of a building. | dowly
redize | have entered a mobile tran hospitd in
Azerbajan. | am cold; there is no desert heet to warm
me. | step in and look around. | see gurneyslining the
halways in disarray; doctors and nurses wak past me
with clear intendity of purpose. | look down. | am ill
wearing my combat boots. | look up again and see the
boy. He is there with a woman. She is lying on the
floor, limp. Her filthy clothing drapes a fral frame.
Her breathing is fast and light; it reminds me of the
sound of a fluttering bird. Her har, matted aganst
her face, has no color. She is dlent, but her body
screams in pain. She is his mother. The boy is stting
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on the floor, his mother’s head in his lgp. He takes a
wet piece of har and moves it back aganst his
mother’s scap. Then he takes his finger and touches
the curve of her eyebrow and follows the contour of
her face to her chin. His mouth is dightly gar, lips
curled down. Helooks a me. Now | understand. It is
fear. He is crying, his mother is so smdl, shriveed
redly. The doctor shakes his head; he is spesking to
me now in English, now in Russan, now in Arabic.
“Nothing can be done. The boy's mother will die” |
moan.

The woman of my dream is from the conflict
over the Nagorno-K arabakh region. | watched her as
she died in the mobile hospitd we were to enter later,
but the son in my dream is not her son, he is the son
of another woman in Irag. | never saw the Iragi boy's
mother; | only listened to his pleafor help. | was part
of aconvoy in Irag, and as we passed the boy on the
road, he flagged us down and begged for help. | was
the only one who understood his words, but we Al
understood their meaning. Nonetheless, we were
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under orders not to leave the road or the convoy, and
under no circumstances were we to enter the homes
of Iragis that had not been previoudy cleared. It was
too dangerous. The insurgents used any means
avallable to mount an atack or kidngp a contractor.
The kidngppers had different motives, some were
politicad, others purely for crimind profit, usng the
names of known terrorisgt organizations as a cover.
Women, children, the sick, the ederly were used as a
guise or pretext to lure us into a trgp. My internd
conflict never changes. Fear and deeth bring Al
characters home to me. | am still haunted by the boy’s
look.

The journdists response to the warehouse
was clinicd. They asked questions and continued to
do ther jobs. We left that place and entered a train
that had been converted into a mobile hospital. It was
a Soviet style train with kupes, separate cabin sections,
and plaskards, open sections. If they could, the
wounded sa in the sedts; if they couldn’t, they lay
down, their legs blocking the ade making it difficult
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to move from one patient to the next. It was there we
saw the woman of my dream. Actudly, the boy had
dready died and she was dying. The journdists asked
questions about the closeness of the hospitd to the
front lines and the logistics of evacuating the
population. The woman sat there, her grandson in her
ams, and died. That was it. It was over. Her life, his
future, because of a piece of land that now serves as
empty space. The journdists asked the colond why
the families had not been evacuated when the shelling
gated. He answered that the shdling was in fact
gporadic and the families, reluctant to leave ther
homes and afraid of looting, believed they could wait
out the laest ondaught. Some of them were
obviously wrong.

The journdists had moved on. The hospitd
was too sedate; they wanted to see where the fighting
was. Despite the colond’s objections, they insisted on
going to the village of Nakhichevanik. Nakhichevanik
is not far from Shusha and | told them about my
connection to the place. They asked me background
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guestions, and | gave them as much information as |
could. | had no choice but to escort them there; my
ingructions were to take them wherever they wanted
to go. We were not offered the protection of the
soldiers. We were on our own, without wegpons or
protective gear. | was in my suit and tie. The closer
we got, the louder the sounds of war: shells exploding
nearby and bullets flying overhead. We had to crawl
on our hands and knees in order to avoid having our
heads blown off. We were dmogt a the outskirts of
Nakhichevanik. | could see the houses and hear the
dogs barking not far distant. | could smell something
burning, but I was not sure wha it was, and |
imagined the worst. My mind actudly began to
wander, and | thought | should have brought a knife
with me so | could kill mysdf if | were captured. |
had the same bizarre thought when | wasin Iraq and
we traveled through unfriendly villages. As we
goproached Nakhichevanik, | could see some of the
houses and a chain of beautiful mountans behind the
village. It was as if nature was saying: no matter how
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much ugliness you bring to the world, | will dways
bring something beautiful before it. My gaze met the
gaze of the youngest of the group, and | could read
fear in his eyes. Findly, the rest of the group redized
the danger of the situation and agreed to turn back.
Five or six hours after we arived in the war
zone, we boarded helicopters back to Baku. On our
return trip, we carried two wounded soldiers, one was
young, perhagps nineteen or twenty, and the other was
older, perhgps thirty. | watched their faces as we
Zigzagged our way back home. The older soldier
looked hedthier, the younger one was pae and his
bresthing was shadlow. He was till breathing when
we disembarked. | never learned his fate, and | never

forgot hisface.






An Immigrant’s Dream

In March 1993, the newly gppointed
ambassador, Hefiz Pashayev, goproached me in the
Ministry. Reportedly, the foreign minister, and
member of the Popular Front, Tofig Gasmov,
recommended him to that postion. Apparently, they
were both physicists by profession, having met & the
Azerbajani Academy of Sciences, where they had
worked together. Later, they both served as top
diplomatic representatives of Azerbajan. Ambassador
Pashayev taked to me severd times, asked a lot of
questions about my background, and knowing that
my doctord dissertation anadyzed severa aspects of
U.S. foreign policy, requested a copy of it. It was clear
that | was a potentid candidate to go to the U.S to
work in the embassy, which did not exist yet. | would
be part of the team that would open it. | had dready
paticipated in negotiaions with the American
ambassador and his gt&ff on issues rdaed to the
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Clearly, the death and
destruction had to stop; in addition, a solution to the
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problem was necessary in order to encourage much
needed investment into Azerbajani oil and gas
industries.

Findly, it didn’t seem to matter that | had no
politica connections and bribes. | was one of the few
in the Foreign Ministry who could spesk fluent
English and understood American culture. Even so,
on more than one occasion, Mr. Pashayev inquired
about whom | knew in top politica circles and
whether or not perhaps my wife might have some
relativesin a position of power. The truth is my wife's
uncle was wdll politicadly placed, but despite frequent
promises, he never offeed any assstance
Nonetheless, | was offered, and | accepted, the
position of First Secretary for Political Affairs in the
soon-to-be established Azerbajani Embassy in the
United States.

The preparations began. Mr. Pashayev put
together the diplomatic team that would open the
first embassy in the United Sates to represent the
new democratic republic of Azerbajan. Mr.
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Pashayev’'s driver and bodyguard, Mr. Mustafayev,
was responsible for teking care of procedurd and
adminigtrative issues relative to our departure,
including securing travel and lodging. Mr. Mustafayev
was dso a long-time friend of Mr. Pashayev, having
met at the Institute of Physics. At thirty-six (my age at
the time), he reminded me of pictures | had seen of
Abraham Lincoln. He was tdl and had a long, thin
face. He would be traveling to the Sates with his wife
and two daughters. Our chief of adminidrative affairs
was Mamed Vdiyev; he was in chage of
adminigtrative issues in the future embassy. He dso
became “decorator-in-chief,” arranging for shipment
of office furniture and rugs as wdl as office
equipment. Mamed was the oldest member of our
group. He was married and had one adopted son. The
next member of our group was Farhad Bdashov, a
quiet, soft-spoken man in his early thirties; he had one
son a the time. He was our technology department at
the embassy and had his job cut out for him,
atempting to set up the computer network for our
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future embassy. Mr. Fakhraddin Kurbanov, who was
my chief in the Information Depatment, was
gopointed as the Fird Secretary and Counsdl in
charge of visaissues in the embassy. Mr. Kurbanov, a
tdl, bold, and pleasant man, was about a year older
than me and had one two-year old daughter, the same
age as my daughter & the time. The last member of
our group was Gdib Mammadov. Gdlib, a twenty-six
years old, was not an employee of our Minidry;,
someone, | don’'t remember who, told me he was an
active member of the Popular Front of Azerbaijan,
and for tha he landed the plump postion of acting
Second Secretary of the embassy. Such was the team
tha was put together to work in the Azerbajani
embassy in the U.S.

Lellaand | began to pack and ready oursdves
for our newest adventure. | moved between feding as
though | was living somebody ese's life to feding |
was living my own, but | would soon awake from my
dream and find mysdf in the dentd lab of my youth,
garing a unfinished gold teeth. Leilla, who spoke no
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English, was giddy with excitement and left me little
time to think between the hundreds of questions she
aked. | fdt larger than life, full of love for my
country and a sense of being pat of something
historic. | was so hopeful, and | believed completely
in our misson and the possbilities that awated my
country.

The day prior to our departure, reaives and
friends gethered in our gpartment for a big party. We
arranged a big table in our living room, and everyone
brought something to ether eat or drink. We cried
and laughed and ae and joked, and when we were
done, we cried and ae and laughed and joked some
more. Glasses were raised and toasts were made to
the hedth and good fortune of my family. We had a
great time.

It was a typicd wam April day when we
awoke, ae breskfast, and took pictures of the
goartment so that we “wouldn’'t forget.” We had very
little to pack, so when we gathered with our
countrymen & the Foreign Ministry building ready to
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depart, we had only five packed suitcases. Our
families came by for afinal farewell. My mother cried.
She told me how much | reminded her of her beloved
brother, who emigrated to the U.S &ter World War
Il and stayed there. Findly, the time arrived, and we
climbed into the bus and headed toward the arport. |
redized how tired | was as | was finaly able to relax
after so many days and weeks of intense preparation.
We arrived a the airport and checked in our luggage.
It was a smple procedure, snce we were proudly
holding diplomatic passports, a status which saved us
from tedious procedura formdities, and we boarded
a flight towards Moscow. The plan was to spend a
night there before we proceeded on to Washington,
D.C. Azerbajan was till a new country, and it was
gill relatively impossible to get anywhere directly
from our country. All roads sill lead to Moscow; it
would take time before Azerbajan was truly
independent. We were going back to the place where
| had spent twelve long years, and forward towards
freedom.
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Three hours and thirty minutes later we
landed a Sheremetyevo arport. It was a drange
feding to come back to Moscow after being away for
awhile. It no longer felt familiar; it seemed to me that
even the smel of the ar was different. We were
trangported to the Hotd Russa not far from Red
Syuare in the center of the city. My mind wandered
back across time; it was the same hotel where | had
spent many hours with different internationd
delegations when | was a student working as an
interpreter. It had been aluxury hotel, a place where
diplomas and foreign busnessmen were housed,
because it reflected well on the city and the country. |
was stunned a the transformation. Now, only a few
years later, it was filthy and roach infested. It was a
moment of transformation for me too. | began to
beieve in the permanence of a free and independent
Azerbaijan, and a future that did not include the
weight of communism.

We arived in Moscow a about dinnertime,
and we were dl hungry. Only a few years before, it
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would have been no trouble to find a decent place to
esd. Now everything was shut down and closed.
Findly, after waking around for a while, we found a
smdl café and ae a Smple dinner. No one dept well
in the grime and filth, but we knew the
accommaodations were only temporary.

The next day, our IT man, Farhad Bdashov,
and | went to the open market to buy each a business
suit.  When | left Baku, | only had $10 in my
pocket, which was money | had earned back in
Moscow when | worked for the Jgpanese company.
Our sdaies in the Foregn Minisiry were very
minima, and we were being pad in the locd
currency, Azerbajani manats. | do not remember the
exact salary or dollar-equivalent | was receiving at that
time, but obvioudy it was not much. And, it cost
goproximately $200 a month to maintain a qudity of
life for my family of three in Baku; so when the time
came to leave for the United Sates, | found mysdf
without a proper suit of clothes and without the
money to purchase it. Thankfully, 1 wes able to
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borrow $0 from a friend of mine, who was
successfully engaged in business, to finance my trip to
the United Sates. Severd years later | repaid him ten
times as much, with more graitude than | can
measure.

Lela gayed with our daughter while |
shopped a the market. Farhad and | found two
women who were sdlling suits there. 1t was unclear if
they were related, but it was very clear they wanted to
sl us something. Somehow they convinced us to
follow them back to ther gpatment to show us
additiona wares. They showed us, and we purchased
some suits, but they had other things they offered for
sde as wel. As diplomas and maried men with
children, we declined and quickly left.

We had expected to stay in Moscow only
overnight, but we were delayed and spent two. Even
%0, there was not enough time to look up old
acquaintances and friends, and | arived and left
Moscow without contacting any of them. | was on a
new road. They were awonderful part of my past, but
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| was focused on my future. Findly, it was time to
head west. Anxious to get on our way, we got to the
arport early, and in the tumult Leila and | left our
daughter’ s favorite Barbie doll in the hotel. Truthfully,
we were more upset than our child; she was excited
by the new dghts and sounds around her, and
obvioudy there was no difficulty in replacing the doll
in the United Sates. | spoke to the ambassador on
the day of our departure from Baku. He was dready
in the U.S. and looking forward to our arrival. He had
a laundry list of things we needed to accomplish—
quickly. Nonetheless, we were to have a few days to
settlein and get acclimated.

The flight was long but comfortable. |
wached as we glided over water. | had to keep
reminding mysdlf that the sparkling jewels formed by
the white-capped waves bedow beonged to the
Atlantic Ocean and not to the Caspian Sea We
stopped for refueling a Shannon Airport in Ireland.
It was only an arport, and other than the language of
the directiond signs, not much different than the
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airport in Moscow, but | couldn’t help thinking: “ This
is the firgt time | am depping on the soil of a
European country.” If 1 could have, | would have
scooped up apiece of tha lush green land and kept it
as a keegpsake. | am sure if there were a machine for
measuring it, the eectricity bouncing between my
companions and me would have registered off the
scde. | know our eyes sparkled. | saw it in my wife's
eyes, and her amile told me she saw it in mine. We
soon re-boarded and continued on our way. We dept
fitfully and awoke to a nighttime view of the capitd
city of the United States of America.

| know as children we often look & the
dreetlights and imagine they are taking to us or
leading us towards a new adventure, but the
srestlights of Washington, D.C. that April night were
truly taking to me, to dl of us. They were leading us
dl onto a new adventure. We acted like children,
leaning over one another to cach a glimpse of our
future, foretold, we were sure, by the coded flickering
of those lights.
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We landed, and the voice overhead welcomed
us in English to the United Sates of America We
deplaned and passed through Customs as part of the
masses, not as dite diplomats, which was curiously
comforting. We were dl equd here; a that moment
no one had any gredater rank than anyone ese. | took
the lead directing our group towards baggege clam,
because | was the most fluent in English. Someone
goproached Lela and without a word took hold of
her suitcase. She ydled for me and | came running,
only to find out it was one of our countrymen who
had previoudy immigrated to the U.S in 1979 from
Iran after the Idamic revolution there. He decided to
play atrick on Leila. (Obviously the new surroundings
had increased his sense of freedom, but done nothing
to remedy his poor sense of humor.)

We were driven to an gpartment building in
Rockville, Maryland, where the embassy had rented
goartments for us. It was near a lake and had a
beautiful green park surrounding it. We arrived en
masse and stood together in the lobby of the building.
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Our exhaustion was temporarily aaed by adrendin.
Each family waited patiently for its turn as the rentd
agents cheerfully directed us and offered assstance as
we made our way to our separae resdences. My
family was settled on the 11" floor, which we liked
very much. There was a wonderful view of the lake
and the park from the bacony, and we were to spend
many mornings and early evenings looking out and
marveling a our new lives. Conveniently, there was a
market close to the agpartment building, and the
goatment complex was locaed close to the
Grosvenor metro station. Many of the families had
small children, and none of the women were licensed
to drive a ca. The goatments were completey
equipped with furniture and bedding, and even the
refrigerator was stocked with food awating our
arivd. We had a good night's deep, and the next
morning the ambassador and his councilor came to
see us. The ambassador gave $100 to each family to
buy some food and other necessities. He suggested
that we take severd days to get adapted, which we
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thought was a wonderful idea, and then handed me
some materids to review. We spent the next week
acclimating oursdves and purchasing additiond
materials we needed. Leilafound atree with the image
of asnake. She ingsted we had arrived & the Garden
of Eden. Like Adam and Eve, our home would be
temporary, just over two years, but we had no
intention of leaving early; in fact, we would later ask
the blessing of its creator to stay.

The next week our work gtarted in earnest.
Our first embassy was located on the 7" floor of an
office building located next to the McPherson Sguare
metro <ation, not fa from the White House
Traveling to and from work was not difficult, and |
did not yet need to purchase a car, which | could not
yet afford. My office was in one of the middle rooms
on the right hand side when you enter the office suite.
Accommodations were smple: | had a desk with a
phone on it. On the left hand side of the room were
shelves for books and folders. The front part of the
room was occupied by Mamed Vdiyev, our chief of
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adminigrative afars. There were two more rooms
further down the corridor. One was the ambassador’s
office, another one next to it was the councilor’'s
office, and another room was occupied by Fakhraddin
Kurbanov. He was responsble for issuing visss.
Initidly we did not have any secretary. Those
functions were performed by Gaib Mammadov, our
acting second secretary. Later, we hired a lovdy
Filipino woman to serve in that post. The last room
was |located at the end of along corridor. That housed
Farhad Balashov, our IT department, such asit was.

The very first day the ambassador arranged a
meeting in his office and assgned each of us a
specific aea of activities |, dong with the
ambassador and the councilor, were assgned the task
of working with Congress, the White House, and
other U.S government agencies and non-
governmenta organizations for the reped of Section
907 of the Freedom Support Act.

The Armenian lobby had a long and
successful history in the United Sates, and that lobby
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was the sole reason for the adoption of the section
907 amendment. In dmost al other circumstances,
humanitarian and economic measurements determine
the level of American foreign ad; with regard to
Azerbajan, the measurement was politicd. The
politics was sngularly defined, and we were
determined to equdize the stuation. Section 907
defined Azerbajan as an aggressor and Armenia as a
victim. It was a sunning achievement by the
Armenian lobby. They were able to label Azerbajan
as the aggressor, even though amost one quarter of
the territory clamed by Azerbajan was then occupied
by Armenia The occupation by Armenian forces led
to the worst humanitarian crisisin Azerbaijani history.
It resulted in the displacement of more than one
million Azeris, including my own extended family.
These refugees received no direct American assistance
because of the amendment, creating a humanitarian
disaster for my country. Severd senators had dready
indicated sengitivity to our postion. Indeed, during
the debate leading to the adoption of the anendment,
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the Republican senator Mitch McConnel of
Kentucky was quoted as saying:

By imposing sanctions against a specific country in
the former Soviet Union, this amendment would
establish a potentidly dangerous precedent of
choosing ddes in conflicts which have deep
historica roots. Indeed, we fear tha this
amendment would be an invitation to consider
other such provisions in which the United Sates
is asked to side with one gtate, nationdity group,
or religious entity againgt another state, nationdity
or religious body within the former U.SSR. Tha
would be most unfortunate. We smply do not
beieve that the provison will have any positive
effect on resolving the conflict.

In fact, the problem had been manipulated by
the Soviet communist regime. My countrymen and
my family were paying the price for their politica
games. Russa had a long history of drawing borders
between its outlying territories that were arbitrary,
thereby keeping the locad nationdities divided and
ungble to unite aganst Moscow. Soviet interests
dictated that it create a geographic region settled by
Chrigtians (Armenia) to establish a counterbaance to
historically Muslim lands (Azerbaijan).
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Senator McConndl’s prediction was correct.
The amendment did not move the parties towards
peace. Ingtead, it exacerbaed the problem. Armenia
regarded the issue as a “zero-sum game’: the more
difficult the dtuation in Azerbajan, the better it was
for Armenia. The practicd impact of the amendment
wasto limit the U.S. influence in the region.

In 1992, when Congress gpproved Section
907, Azebajan did not have any officid
representation in the U.S In fact, when | began the
process of contacting congressmen, some did not
even know where Azerbajan was located on the
world map. Some were surprised, not having redized
that the Armenian lobby supplied dl the information
they had been given. Others plainly didn’t care, even
when we explained it was our considered bdlief that
Russia was supplying the Armenian forces. One
congressman quietly listened to us as we described
our country and its resources, nodding his head and
replying “good” at measured intervals. It was when he
nodded and replied “good” to our description of the
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one million refugees who were presently suffering,
living under deplorable conditions in camps with
poor housing, little food, and no education, that we
realized we were wasting our time.

Although Section 907 declared Azerbajan
must take “demonstrable steps to cease dl blockades
and other offensive uses of force against Armenia and
Nagorno-Karabakh,” the facts on the ground
indicated that a blockade by Azerbajan aganst
Armeniawas a physica impossibility. Armenia shared
only one border with Azerbajan, and tha border
represents  sgnificantly less than 50% on the
Armenian perimeter. Further, supplies could not be
trangported between the countries, not because of a
blockade, but rather because of the destruction of the
war. Snce the dat of the conflict in 1988, dl
ralroads and highways which connected Azerbajan
with Armenia had been destroyed.

We began immediaely by imitaing the
successful  Armenian  lobby:  writing  letters,
digtributing leeflets, and making phone cdls to
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influentid congressmen and women. We dso initiated
contact with severd oil companies in the hopes of
interesting them in the growing opportunities in my
country. As pat of the public reations campaign, |
published severd articles that gppeared in numerous
journds detaling the gdtuation and the Azerbajani
position. | became a member of MESA, Middle East
Sudies Association, a group which describes itself on
its webdte as a “non-politica association that fosters
the study of the Middle East, promotes high
standards of scholarship and teaching, and encourages
public understanding of the region and its peoples
through programs, publications and services that
enhance education, further intdlectud exchange,
recognize professona digtinction, and defend
academic freedom.” Through MESA | participated in
debates and seminars across the country. During my
travels, my childhood summer home in Shusha, the
hospital outside of Nakhichevanik, and the hdlicopter
ride back to Baku played in my memory. | had to
make the Americans understand the devagtation of
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the war and the respongbilities of both parties—not
just Azerbajanis, but Armenians too. | understood
my efforts could affect millions of lives; and closer to
home, it could affect my mother, my brother, and my
gger. And findly, it could have a significant impact
on my daughter’s future.

| was determined to learn as much as | could
about my new home. | studied the higtory of each
dae before | arived there. One evening ater a
seminar in Durham, North Carolinag, | was invited to
a reception a a loca restaurant. A country music
band from a nearby farm was invited to play. | was
gtting next to the dance area tgpping my feet and
enjoying watching everyone dance. | was not familiar
with country music, but | liked it. The band had just
gated a new s, and everyone jumped up and
grabbed a partner. Once again, | was a little out of
place in my suit and tie, surrounded by jeans, cowboy
boots and hats. | had no idea what they were doing,
0 | sayed in my seat just enjoying the show.
Suddenly, the femde lead singer in the band pulled
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me onto the dance floor into the center of thecircle. |
laughed and shook my head and tried to work my way
back to my seat, but she would not hear of it. Shetold
me she was going to teach me the two-step, and that
it was very smple to learn. The whole group was
watching; | had no choice but to follow her. She was
right; it was redly essy to learn. At the end of the
evening, one of band members placed his hat on my
head and another took a Polaroid picture of me. | ill
have that picture; it is one of my favorites.

At one point, | was invited to paticipate in a
debate with the deputy chief of the Armenian
Embassy. At the time my title was First Secretary of
the Azerbajani Embassy. Paul Goble, former specid
asssant for Soviet nationdities in the Sae
Department’s Bureau of Inteligence and Research,
moderated. The debate generated a tremendous
amount of interest among diplomats from the
Caucasus and Centrd Asga congressmen, and
Armenian expatriates. | prepared for weeks and
welcomed the assstance of Bulut Mehmandarli, one
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of the journdists from the Voice of America
Azerbaijani service. The room was full, and | broke
into a sweat during the initid introductions. The
Armenian representative had been in the U.S longer
than | had, his command of English was superior to
mine, and the audience was decidedly in favor of the
position he was advocating. But, this was a béattle on
my terms. My wegpons were my words, my armor
was the truth. Cdmly, carefully, | explaned the
Azerbaijani point of view to the audience: Section 907
created obstacles to the deveopment of U.S
economic and drategic reaions with Azerbajan.
Azerbajan hedd a drategic internationd geographic
position located between Russa, Iran, and Turkey. |
described the growing involvement of the U.S and
internationa oil companies in the development of
Azerbaijani oil and naturd ges reserves. Then the
question and answer period began. Now my
Armenian counterpart got very nervous. He became
impatient with the questioners and angry a& my
responses, even trying to interrupt me from time to
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time. He kept saying that | was not right; what | was
saying was not true. He obvioudy was not in control,
a unique experience for him. The more nervous and
agitated he became, the camer | became. It was a
battle of wills now. | even smiled & him or the
audience from time to time and delighted in his
outrage and indignation. At the concluson of the
debate, Mr. Goble complimented me and cdled me a
brave man for spesking to the largdy ethnicaly
Armenian audience. But some of the participants
were not as generous and gtarted to shout & me and
cdl me a liar. | looked a them, smiled, and sad,
“Please, | am only one, and you are many. Who is
going to defend me? Somehow tha diffused the
tension, and if | hadn’t managed to persuade them, at
least they had begun to listen.

We needed to convince U.S decison makers
tha the pogtion it had taken with respect to
Azerbaijan not only hurt that country but the interests
of America as well. Azerbajan was strongly pro-
Western and was dtrategicaly located between Russa
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and Iran. Additiondly, Azerbajan was rich with ail,
and the government was taking steps to exploit that
naturd resource. U.S companies had expressed
drong interest in investing in Azerbajan, but were
hindered by the amendment. In tha moment, in that
debate, | had succeeded in my misson, and it was a
Sweet victory. Afterwards, Azerbajani, Turkish, and
American participants of the seminar surrounded me.
Bulut Mehmandarli, the journdist from the Voice of
America, suggested we go to a nearby restaurant to
celebrate the victory of the Azerbajani cause, and |
was the subject of severd victory toasts for having
“defeated the powerful Armenians.” | felt like a hero
because | daed to stand up to the powerful
Armenian lobby with dignity and composure. It was
the beginning. Ultimately, enforcement of Section 907
of the Freedom Support Act was suspended, and the
face of U.S-Azerbajani reaions was forever
changed.

Privately, life took on a sense of order. Lella
sayed home with our daughter and developed a
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strong friendship with the wife of our IT specidist.
We became friendly with many of the staff members
of the congressmen we were lobbying. | took the
opportunity to develop professonaly and enrolled in
classes a the World Politics Ingitute. One of my
professors was Herbert Romerstein, former head of
the Office to Counter Soviet Disinformation and
professond <aff member for the United Sates
House of Representatives, who became and has
remained my closest friend. We joined our friends
Patricia and Lloyd Keagan edating and dancing a
various restaurants and clubs. Patricia was the editor-
in-chief of the Washingan Intenational Magazine Much
of the materid she published contained information
about the activities of the foreign embasses in
Washington and highlighted various cultures and
customs. She frequently invited culturd attachés from
the embassies of the severd former Soviet republics,
such as Kazakhgtan, Uzbekistan, and Tgjikistan, to
her home. At our gatherings mainly we exchanged

information about the cultures and customs of our
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countries, and brought samplings of native dishes.
Patricia used the events as a socid as wdl as
informational source, and much of the maerid she
published was garnered from these getherings. We
were dl graeful to her, because dl of the embassies
represented newly independent gtates, and ordinary
Americans ill knew little about our countries and
ther cultures. | was not specificdly a culturd ataché
a the time, but because our staff was very limited in
number, the ambassador asked me to take on those
duties. | didn't mind; it didn’t take much time and
made life more interesting. Later, | became the de
facto presdent of our group, and took on the
responsbility for organizing the culturd activities. At
the request of the Jgpanese Embassy, | organized a
photo exhibit of the Azerbajani-Armenian conflict,
and generdly did anything | could to educate my
colleagues and the general public about my country.
Severd of the embassy aff were relieved of
their positions once the Popular Front was ousted. |
was rdaively apoliticd, so | was safe, but it was a sad
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redization that so little had changed while so much
was different. | began to wonder then if perhaps my
future lay in the United States and not in Azerbaijan.
The Popular Front Party retained control of
the Azerbaijani government for barely ayear. In 1993,
Heydar Aliyev, former leader of the Azerbajani
branch of the KGB and leader of the country during
Soviet occupation, replaced the leader of the Popular
Front Party and reganed his leadership postion in
Azerbajan. Much criticism can be leveled & Mr.
Aliyev, particularly with regard to his relationship with
the Soviet Centra government, but in my opinion he
was the right leader for the time. Even today a truly
democratic Azerbajan does not exist, but in 1993 the
level of graft and corruption was stifling. There could
be no movement forward, no economic development
if something was not done to curb it. Aliyev had a
successful  history of fighting corruption as First
Secretary of the Centrd Committee of the Azerbaijani
Communist Party under Leonid Brezhnev, and he
continued tha success as presdent of the newly
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independent country. He deserves the mgority of
credit for developing the oil and gas industries in
Azerbajan and dimulating the growth of the
economy there. But even so Azerbajan suffocated
under the yoke of nepotism and political payola.

In 1994, trying to further devdop my
professond sills, | atended the Paul Nitze School
of Advanced Internationd Sudies a the Johns
Hopkins Univergty in Washington DC. It was a mid-
caeer program which gave me the opportunity to
work during the day and attend classes in the evening.
After my Moscow education, it was another great
educationa opportunity. The educationd systems in
the Soviet Union and the United Sates are actudly
difficult to compare. In the U.S, after high school,
students can choose to continue their education in
college and, ater teking the required amount of
credits, receive their undergraduate degrees. They can
then continue their education thereafter and obtain
graduate or professona degress. The system was
quite different in Moscow. In the former Soviet
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Union, a sudent first had to finish primary school,
which continued until the 10" grade. If the student
decided to continue his or her educetion, § he would
move up to auniversity or institute for the purpose of
pursuing a specific specidty. There was no concept of
obtaning credits toward a degree. You smply
received a grade ranging from two to five, five being
the highest and two being the lowest passing grade.
There was ds0 a system cdled zachet in Russan,
which trandates as non-grade courses. After that, if
you wanted to continue your education, you went to
aspirantura, probably equivdent to a graduate degree
program in the U.S While writing your dissertation,
you worked with a scientific consultant, or rukovoditel,
meaning leader or guide in Russian. After defending
your dissertation on that topic, you were awarded a
degree cdled @dda nak, or candidate of sciences.
Findly, if you wanted to receive a higher degree, you
had to write another dissertation expanding upon
your previous topic and defend that dissertation as
wdl. Upon completion of the process, you would
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recelve a Data Nak, degree of Doctor of Sciences.
In Moscow you were required to teke a lot of
ideologicaly driven humanitarian and socid sciences,
and subjects such as the higory of Marxism and
Leninism, which were not very helpful. However,
some disciplines, such as foreign languages, were very
well taught. At Johns Hopkins | learned to study
more independently and be more flexible in my
course choices. At the Univergty in Moscow there
was more control exercised by the administrators and
a study program tha left little room for exploration
of topics outsde your mgor. | took classes in the
politics of foreign ad and micro and macro
economics. | would later find tha experience
extremely useful.

The ample fact that the students were older
was a complete change from my previous educationd
experiences. | liked the way the classes were designed,
our professors were not only academics but
practitioners as well. They worked in the Sae
Department, Pentagon, CIA, and other government
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and non-governmenta agencies, which gave them an
opportunity to share with us their rich academic and
practica experiences. One thing | smply could not
get used to was tha people actudly brought food and
drink to class. We never could do that in Moscow; we
would be punished by the teacher and expelled from
the class. | remember one rather large woman who sat
in the first row next to the professor’s podium. Every
class she would pull out a big sandwich from her
backpack and et it. | would look & her with horror.
She was very loud, and frankly | found it quite
disturbing. At firet, | expected the professor to either
ask her to leave or put away the food, but he paid her
no atention a 4dl. lronicdly, | learned tha the
woman did not pass the exams, perhgps because she
was concentrating on her med rather than the class
material.

As the end of my two-year commitment to
the embassy gpproached, | asked the ambassador for
an extenson of time so that | could finish my
coursework. His response: afirm “No.” To dlow me
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to stay would be to admit to aloss of control over my
degtiny. It was yet another moment of my awakening.
Many things had changed, but not enough. | taked to
Leila, and we decided to try and stay in the U.S.

| went to the World Bank and other places,
trying to get a sense aout a possible job stuation. |
talked to my contacts in the oil companies. We even
looked around for an apartment to rent. We would be
leaving within weeks, and | couldn’t secure anything.
Would | be required to become aU.S citizen? It was
a plessant thought, but until that moment, | had
never redly consdered the possbility. | wasn't sure
how much it would cost, and without an assured job,
| could not afford the necessary fees. | had afamily to
consder, and | was not willing to teke a gamble. So,
we returned home, back to Azerbajan. Reluctantly,
we began to pack our things. In 1995, after working
in the embassy in Washington, DC for two and hdf
years, we returned to Baku, Azerbaijan. | resumed my
work in the Ministry and maintained my title as First
Secretary. For the firg time since independence, |
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found mysdf without hope. The bardy conceded
sysem of bribery and graft gill infected the
government, and the bureaucracy <ill held the
citizens in a stranglehold. The corruption inherent in
the communist system would teke decades to
dissipate, if it were even possble. | was dways in a
bad mood; from the very beginning, | tried to do my
best for my country. | had very sincere motives and
intentions; so when | redized tha nobody redly
cared, it left only emptiness in my heart. My energy
was spent, and my hope had vanished. | became
certain | wanted to leave and pursue my future in the
United Sates, but | wasn't sure how to accomplish
that. | needed aplan...actudly, | needed ajob.

| began to look around for opportunities. |
goproached the head of the U.N. misson in
Azerbdjan. He met and taked to me severd times,
and expressed a very strong interest in my skills. He
verbally offered me the position of program officer or
something to tha effect. 1 would be involved with
humanitarian issues in Azerbajan on behdf of the
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U.N. At tha time Azerbajan had a lot of pressing
humanitarian problems because of the Azerbaijani-
Armenian conflict. There were aout one million
refugees and interndly displaced people. As a part of
my job, 1 would keep in touch with Azerbajani
government officids and representatives of non-
governmenta organizetions, generdly to act as a
liason between the Azerbajani representatives and
the U.N. officds. The proposed sday was about
$600/ month, which was good money for Azerbaijan
a thetime. He even said that | could skip afew ranks
and begin above an entry level postion. The problem
was, the position required | stay in Azerbaijan; taking
that job meant | was choosing to stay. | fdt as| had
many years before in Baku working in the dentd
clinic; | did not have enough air to breath. | was no
longer single; | couldn’t take the chances | took so
many years ago. | was parayzed. | smply didn’'t know
what to do. Wha's more, Lela was in the hospitd.
Although it was minor surgery, | was concerned
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about her and entered my gpatment in a fog of
depression.

| am a very lucky person. | have dways
believed that. | understand | have put mysdf in
postions to teke advantage of opportunities, but
nonetheless, when al hope seems logt, opportunities
seem to miraculoudly present themselves. One day |
was coming back from a meeting with the head of the
U.N. mission, which was located on the hill not far
from the office of the Presdent of Azerbajan,
passing a building | had passed hundreds of times
before, and | noticed in a very remote fenced area a
sgn which read: “ The American University in Baku.”
It drew my atention, and | decided to go insde and
ask aout it. | entered the yard and walked toward the
building, which 1 now noticed housed severd
internaiond organizations, including the Red Cross. |
opened the door with the sign “American University
in Baku,” and found mysdlf a the beginning of along
corridor. | followed the corridor and entered the first
door. | opened the door and was greeted by Margarita
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Ashrafovna, secretay to the preddent of the
univergity. | told her | was interested in learning more
about the universty. She replied that the president
was not in the office, but that | should return the
following day for an appointment, which she then
scheduled. The next day | came back and met Mr.
Nadir Ali Nasbov, presdent of the university. That
day promised to be an interesting turn in my life.

Mr. Nasbov's office was large and very
comfortable. Although he was graying a the temples,
he was younger than | was. We had a long and
interesting conversation. | learned that the American
University in Baku was the most recent of fifty-one
such universities to be established around the globe.
This university was created only months before as a
collaborative effort of the Azerbaijan-America Society
and the Texas International Education Consortium
(TIEC). TIEC was a private, nonprofit association of
thirty-two public universties in Texas which worked
to deveop internationa programs on behdf of its
member universities. Yoecificdly, the consortium was
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developing a comprehensive private education system
in Azerbajan based upon American educationd
theory and tradition. | dso learned that President
Aliyev persondly supported the initigtive. He
gopaently agreed with the founders tha this
enterprise would srengthen the deveoping
reaionship between Azerbadjan and the United
States. In fact, Mr. Nasbov held a government title
under the office of Presdent Aliyev and served asthe
editor-in-chief of one of the government supported
magezines. Clearly, the universty needed someone
with my abilities, someone who could spesk Azeri
and English fluently and understand the nuances of
both cultures. Fortunaely for me, | was among the
very few in Azerbajan who possessed those skills at
that time.

It was gpparent during the course of our
conversation that the presdent was interested in
attracting me to the initiative. He told me they needed
people like me to develop the initiative and make it
successful. They had dready signed a contract with
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one of the educationd associations in Texas for
academic exchanges and development of curriculums.
Sill, he questioned me about my family and politica
connections. He later indicated to me he was
considering me for one of two positions: dean or vice
president. Although he could offer me the position of
dean without approval from the government, if | were
to choose vice presdent, he would need such
goprovd. Clearly, it would be easser to gan the
goprovd if he could make some strategic phone cdls.
Of course, | could offer him no help. Once again, |
did not have ardationship with anyone in power. He
did not expresdy offer me either postion that day,
but he sent me home to think aout which one |
might be interested in.

| left the building and went dtraight to the
hospitd to see Lela | told her aout the two options
that gopeared to be before us A UN postion in
Azerbaijan or a university postion. She was very pade
and wesk; she took my hand but did not offer her
opinion. Sill it seemed clear from our conversation
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that she was more sympathetic to the option of the
universty and the postion of the vice president.
Those were exactly my thoughts.

The next day | cdled Mr. Nasibov and told
him my choice He was clearly pleased with my
decison and sad tha he would arrange a meseting
with representatives of Presdent Aliyev's office
Severa days later, Mr. Nasibov and | had a meeting
with Ramiz Mehdiyev, Presdent Aliyev's chief of
gaff. Mr. Mehdiyev was a smal man, but | was not
deceived by his height. His stature in the government
was large, he had been in politics dl of his life,
including during the Soviet regime. He was someone
who demanded deference and respect. He was
believed to be the second most powerful person in
the country after the presdent himself. Many people
thought tha he was effectively running the country,
especidly after the death of Presdent Heydar Aliyev,
when his son [lham Aliyev became the president. Mr.
Mehdiyev was very friendly. He told me he had heard
good things aout me. | knew he had spoken with
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Mr. Nasibov, but | wondered what other sources of
information he had tapped. His questions were
insightful, if not abit personal; he was clearly trying to
Sze me up. He asked about my background and my
work in the Azerbajani embassy in the U.S aswell as
my previous experience in Moscow in Soviet times. |
redized he was pleased with my accomplishments and
relaxed a bit.

Obviously the meeting went well, because two
days later | was offered a job as vice presdent of the
univergty. It would be my responsibility to encourage
and develop relations between the university and its
US patnes, and to further expand those
relaionships to include other universties, research
centers, and educationd ingtitutions. | accepted the
job, and during my tenure, in addition to the origind
thirty-two univerdsties tha were members of the
consortium, we edablished contacts with the
American Universty in  Washington, DC, the
Universty of Maryland, and George Washington
University, among others. Our American patners
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were tasked with designing educationd techniques
and programs, the Azeris were tasked with
adminigtrative duties. The curriculum was designed to
mimic the American educationa system in every way,
even down to the furniture in the classsooms and
administrative offices.

| informed the UN misson about my
decision, and then it was time to resgn from the
Foreign Ministry. | arranged a meeting with the then
foreign minister, Hasan Hasanov. He did not express
surprise, but perhgps confuson. My job a the
Foreign Ministry was quite a coveted postion,
paticularly as the country continued to open
embassies across the globe. He shook my hand and
told me everybody needed to go where they felt it was
better to be, and he wished me the best. | finished my
find assignment, which was to write a brochure for
the Ministry about the universty, cleened out my
office, and embarked once again on a new career.

Finaly, severd months into my employment
a the universty, the president cadled me and sad tha
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the time had come to trave to the U.S It wasto bea
short trip without my family for the purpose of
meeting with our U.S partners in Texas to inform
them about the universty and its gods, and if
necessary to tadk more specificaly about the future
directions of the universty. | was very excited. The
president’s wife and her brother were traveling with
me. In the U.S our patner, Texas Internaiond
Education Consortium, aranged a number of
meetings with its member universities. We traveled to
Austin, Houston, Nacogdoches, and other cities and
towns to meet our U.S colleagues. We discussed the
specifics regarding what was needed for our existing
programs, and what we needed to do to expand them
and introduce new programs. We were dready
planning to expand the program to include K through
12. It was a very ambitious plan, and we were
exploring those opportunities with the consortium.

It was an exciting time for me. | believed in
what | was doing and again fdt | was pat of a
program that would provide greast benefits to the
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people of Azerbajan. My presentations reflected my
interest, and | developed argpport with my audience;
some even asked me to return to discuss the issues |
addressed in my doctord dissertation. One Texan
asked meif | was married. When | answered “yes,” he
expressed regret, saying | dready had the energy and
down-home style, al | needed was a Texas bride.
After along day of meetings during another
vigt to Texas, the presdent of the consortium, Dr.
Franklin, invited usto join him at his country club for
dinner. It was located about fifteen miles outsde
downtown Austin. We drove up along driveway to a
large, singe-story building and filed out of the car. |
was in cowboy country. Everyone was once agan
wearing jeans and cowboy has. Even Dr. Franklin
was dressed in cowboy boots, hat, and shirt. His wife
Sonya dso wore a jean skirt and ahat. And of course,
once agan, | was in my suit and tie. No matter, this
time | knew how to dance the two-step. We dl sat at
table next to the dance floor. Dr. Franklin was
dancing with his wife. | was thinking it would be fun
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to dance with Leila, but | was sure she wouldn’t mind
if | asked one of the young girls in atendance to join
me. | waked up to one of the women who had
greeted me when we entered and asked her to dance
with me. My accent is not strong, but | clearly didn’t
sound like, or frankly look like, alocd. She turned to
her boyfriend and asked him if it was okay with him;
he nodded and we started to dance. She turned out to
be a very good dancer, and we became the center of
atention. The look on my new friends faces was
pricdess. | think it is safe to say they had never seen
an Azerbajani dance an American iconic cowboy
dance. It was a great evening, and we laughed dl the
way to the hotel.

When the fun was over, | sat a my desk,
wrote a detaled report for Mr. Nasibov about our
experience, and st forth my recommendations
regarding the further development of the university.
There was agreement initidly. The educationd
programs should focus on business administration
and computer sciences, but we recognized the need to
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expand beyond a university education to primay
school in order to properly convert the system from a
Soviet mode to an American mode. It was our god
to prepare a new generation of young Azerbajanis,
who could essly adapt to the new capitdidt,
independent Azerbaijan and profitably function in the
world market economy.

Some months later | returned to the U.S My
task was to set up gopropriate representation of the
university in the States. If all went well, | would return
to the U.S with my family permanently. All seemed
to be going dong according to plan. | arived in
Washington, DC in August, 1996, and stayed for
about a month. During tha time, | stayed a my
friend’s home, who was away on vacation with his
family. | met with representatives of academic and
politicd circles. | had regular meetings with members
of Congress and ther staffs, educating them about
the universty. | dso aranged meetings with
representatives of various foundations, seeking
potentid donors and sponsors of the universty. |
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managed to arange to have a number of articles
published about the project in a wide range of
magezines and newspapers, including The Chranide d
Hidwe Eductian, The Washingan Pad, The Wasingm
Times, and Wadhingan Intenatiand, among others.
Findly, every evening | drafted long reports about my
activities during the day to Mr. Nasbov. When |
returned to Baku a the end of August, | was met
enthusiasticdly by the leadership of the university and
in the office of the presdent of the country.
Everybody consdered the trip a success, and my
family was soon going to be on its way back to the
United States of America.






H omeland

In October 1996, about a year after we had
left, Leila and | returned to the United Saes—to
say. It was actudly a very difficult move. Moving to
and from the United Sates the last time had been
arranged by the embassy. This time, we were on our
own.

We rented a beautiful gpartment overlooking
awooded area near the Vann Ness metro station in
Maryland. We did not have acar a thetime, so living
near a metro station was essentid, and we were able
to trave to the grocery store, my daughter’s school,
etc. very easly. Our gpatment was on the second
floor. It had only one bedroom, and that room did
double duty as my office Sill, we consdered
oursaves lucky. We were able to firmly stand on our
own feet, live comfortably, and enjoy our lives.

Upon ariva, once agan our luggage was
taken by a stranger, but this time it was for red. A
woman goproached my wife, who was busy watching

our now six-year-old daughter, who was energeticaly
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running around the baggage clam after a long time
being confined in an arplane. Appaently, the
woman’'s purpose was to distract my wife so that her
accomplice could sted our suitcase. It contained
documents (which were not replacesble) and money
(which was). It was an ugly new beginning, but it
didn’t dampen our joy at our once again new future.

| began work again in the hopes of securing a
bright future for Azerbajan. Essentidly, | was a
lobbyist on behalf of the American University in Baku
and the Academy of Sciences of Azerbajan. It was
my respongbility to meet with U.S congressmen
from appropriacte committees to rase awareness
about the universty and hopefully garner some
governmenta funding smilar to that which was being
given to the American Universty in Berut. But the
American Universty in Berut was the oldest
American university abroad, with along presence and
experienced lobbying. The American University in
Baku had just been crested and needed a lot of
networking, which was exactly wha | was actively
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doing & the time It was a very difficult and
chadlenging job. My grestest achievements were in
bringing together different people and creeting
favorable conditions for cooperaive projects
benefiting the academy and the universty. We
achieved measurable success. Most members of
Congress now knew where Azerbajan was located on
the world map, knew about its pro-Western
orientation, and knew about its desire to upgrade its
educationa system using the American system as its
model. The public was being informed about our
presence as well; articles about the university and its
gods were published in The Washingon Pad, The
Wadingan Times The Chraide d Hige Eductio,
Wadingan Intenatiand, and others. Of course, the
dispute with the Armenians even reared its head in
this forum. When an aticle appeared in The
Wadingon Pot @bout the American University in
Baku, the Armenians sent out a press release and
purchased an ad comparing the American University

in Armeniato our university.
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Later in the year, | returned to Azerbajan
with a group of congressmen. Among them were
former congressmen Bill Brewster, Greg Laughlin,
and Jm Japman, U.S businessmen, representatives of
academia, including the former president of one of
the Texas universties, members of the Texas
Education Consortium, and former politicians. They
were met by the Presdent of Azerbajan, Heydar
Aliyev, Prime Miniser Arthur Raszadeh, Foreign
Miniser Hasan Hasanov, and other high-ranking
Azerbajani officids and Azerbajani business leaders.
The U.S ambassador to Azerbajan aso participated.
| moderated the conference in three languages.
Azerbdjani, Russan, and English. We were able to
rase funds for the university, and perhgps even more
important, gave our misson exposure, which we
believed would ultimately benefit dl citizens of the
country. Therole of the university as an effective tool
to help Azerbajan integrate into the world market
economy wes emphaszed. The participating
congressmen promised to renew efforts to reped
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Section 907 of the Freedom Support Act. It gppeared
my diplomatic credentids were not going to waste. At
the close of the conference, we went to the beautiful
mountainous area caled Kuba, located not far from
the capitd Baku. Again the conferees were met by
high-ranking officials of the region, another indication
of government support for the venture, and each of
the members of the delegation was presented a small
handmade carpet with an image of the region.

In February 1997, we founded the
Azerbaijani-American Educationd, Culturd, and
Economic Center in Washington, DC. It was a non-
profit organization incorporated under the laws of the
United Saes. | was eected as the presdent of the
center, which was created for the purpose of asssting
the American University in Baku with development
and funding. The center’s board members consisted
of digtinguished former senators, congressmen,
academics, and politicians, the presdent of the
Academy of Sciences of Azerbajan, and prominent
U.S. businessmen. Our patners in Azerbajan were
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the American University in Baku and the Academy of
Sciences of Azerbajan. We needed a permanent
physicd presence to assist the educationd projects of
the American University in Baku and the Academy of
Stiences of Azerbajan. Additiondly, the existence of
aU.S corporation with distinguished board members
rased the prestige of the educationd, cultura and
business projects, which we were trying to develop
with the university in particular and with Azerbajan
as awhole. The contacts and experiences of the board
members were invauable. For example, Duncan
Gray, patner a Baker & McKenzie, a prestigious
internationa law firm, served as coordinaor of
business programs and asssted the univergty in its
different legd issues and agreements. My former
professor and friend, Herbert Romerstein, was dso
on the board. Professor Don Walace, the charman
of the Internaiond Law Ingtitute, donated space for
the Azerbaijani-American Educationd, Culturd, and
Economic Center in his ingitute in a prestigious part
of Washington, DC. We met there regularly to
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coordinate the activities of the center. | often took
minutes of the meetings. The center served as a
convenient tool to coordinate our activities with our
U.S patners, especidly for educationd projects. The
center dso gave us an opportunity to expand beyond
the Texas universties and cooperate with other U.S
universities, such as the American Universty in
Washington, DC and Maryland University. As part of
those efforts, we sponsored two Azerbajani students
to come to the U.S and study a the American
University in Washington, DC.

We began hiring U.S faculty and sending
them to teach a the American Universty in Baku a
dl grade levds, from K through 12, as wel as
university professors. By that time, the university had
moved to a wonderful new building in Baku, which
was equipped in accordance with the U.S educationd
sysem. We placed ads in vaious newspapers
throughout the United Sates seeking qudlified
teachersto fill positionsin all grades at the University.
After receiving resumes of the gpplicants, we began
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the process of sdection. It began with phone
interviews, then persona meetings when necessary.
We sought educated gpplicants who possessed
cultura awareness and sengitivity. We arranged for air
transportation to Baku and provided the educators
with agpartments, which we rented from the locd
resdents. For the most pat, the progran was
successful, except for one or two incidents when the
teachers for different reasons could not adapt to the
new conditionsin Baku.

Other high profile meetings followed in Baku.
The discussons adways included debates regarding
drategies to overcome the barriers erected by Section
907 of the Freedom Support Act. The amendment
was creating insurmountable difficulties, was severely
hampering the development of the universty, and
more importantly hampered the ability of Azerbajan
to operae as an effective member of the world
community. Of persona importance to me, Mr.
Duncan Gray, J., senior patner a Baker and
McKenzie Law Firm and board member of our
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center, goproached me and asked me to serve as a
consultant to his law firm and the business interests
of itsclientsin Azerbaijan.

Everything was going well a the American
University in Baku until the relaionship between the
chief of saff of the Presdent's Office and the
presdent of the universty deteriorated, which
ultimatey led to the closure of the university.
Unfortunately, the university was incorporated as an
Azerbajani legd entity, and as such, was subject to
the politica intrigue that plagued the government. Al
those who knew better believed the university should
have been incorporated in the US and not
Azerbaijan. The former U.S representative made it
clear he fdt even the use of the word “ American” in
the title was improper, because it was not an
American entity, it was an Azerbajani entity. In
contrast, the Azerbajani-American Educationd,
Cultural, and Economic Center that was founded to
support the university was incorporated in the United
Sates. Although it too disbhanded after the university
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closed, it was never subject to any of the politica
shenanigans that occurred in Azerbajan. Once again,
the problem seemed to stem from the corruption and
greed inherent in a society that operates pursuant to
unwritten rules of family relaionship, politica ties,
and bribery. Once one of the university’'s government
benefactors fel out of favor, so did its government
support and protection. It ultimately led to the
destruction and dismantling of the universty. Our
success & the university was measured by the few
students who benefited from the education we had
provided them. They had survived a rigorous
curriculum, which required proficiency in English. In
fact, when it closed, only sx of the origind fifty
dudents had saisfied dl of the graduation
requirements. Overseas sudy was cosly and
bureaucraticdly chdlenging. Our students received Al
the benefits of an American diploma without ever
leaving the country. They were fluent in English, were
independent thinkers, and had developed a wider
vision of life and of the world.
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It was a very sad time for me, and the last
sraw. Fortunately, | saw the end before it arrived and
was able to secure employment. My relationship with
Mr. Gray took on added importance for me. | had
dready begun employment with his firm a a
consultant, and with the closure of the university, my
responsibilities to his firm increased.

As an internaiona consultant to Baker and
McKenzie and laer King and Spadding when Mr.
Gray became associated with that firm, | made regular
trips to Azerbajan, goproximately once every two
months, back and forth through Frankfurt, Germany,
Mr. Gray's preferred route of travel. Our goa was to
pave the way for alegd bass for privatization of the
Azerbajani economy, and we were successful in
drafting a master agreement that outlined
respongbilities and set gods for tha process. |
participated in all the negotiations and preparations of
the contracts and agreements. My role once agan
was to serve as a bridge between the two cultures. |
helped solve different cultura and linguistic issues
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when they arose in the course of our meetings, and
sometimes | smply trandated or interpreted if it was
necessary or the meeting was important enough.
Duncan Gray J. was a good businessman and
a good friend. We can atest to many successtul
ventures, however, the lack of transparency in the
government and busness and the ill pervading
cancer of graft, bribes, and corruption frustrated us
both. The corruption was a every leve of society; it
seemed no one was above reproach. Everybody pad
bribes to everybody dse patients pad bribes to
doctors and nurses; nurses and doctors pad bribes to
the chief doctors a the hospitds, gpplicants pad
bribes to ingtitutes and universties for admittance;
students paid bribesto professors for better grades. It
was never-ending. This time, | knew it wasn't only a
problem of individuds, but of the entire socid
network. It resulted from the ugly heritage of the
former USSR as wdll as Azerbajan’s own old national
problems. | now clearly understood the difference
between the two cultures: in the U.S everybody was a
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pat of a fully diversfied economy. In contrast, the
Azerbajani economy rdied dgngulaly on the
development of the oil and gas reserves of the
country. The revenues from foreign investments in
those promising areas were not reaching the ordinary
people. There was a huge gap between the incredibly
wedthy and the incredibly poor. The smal middle
class, comprised mainly of young English spesking
Azeris who were employed by the foreign companies
operaing in Azerbajan, lived hand to mouth, able to
afford basic necessities of life, but little ese. The
increesing refugee problem caused by the dill
unresolved conflict in the Nagorno-Karabakh region
only exacerbated the problem. The problems of graft
and corruption were internd affairs of the country,
and foreign investors took little interest in it, but in
my opinion, the problems were ultimatey going to
hamper norma deveopment of the Azerbajani
economy as well as the activities of the foreign

companies and investors.
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| am not naive. | know graft and corruption
exist in all societies, but in the West and in the United
Sates, it is not the glue that holds the economy
together. The middle class in the United Sates can
live comfortably on ther sdaries. In Azerbajan,
middle class salaries frequently are not high enough to
cover regular living expenses, so people are compelled
to look for other indirect meansto earn money. | was
even asked to pay to secure ajob for my brother, an
accomplished physicist. During one of my trips back
to Azerbajan, | was introduced to someone who
worked in the Ministry of Internd Affars. He had a
high level postion there, and my impression was that
he was a very intdligent person. When | told the
ministry employee about my brother, he expressed his
anger that such taented nationd cadres could not get
good jobs. He was full of patriotism in his rhetoric,
but once he had made his speech, it was clear his
interest was in me, not my brother, and the wedth he
believed | could share with him, snce | lived and
worked inthe U.S.
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The average citizen of Azerbajan ill had
very limited knowledge about the West, Western
culture, and Western economic vaues. Many ill
believed that to be an American meant to be a
millionaire, or a least to have great wedth. As a
result, particulaly among the youth, there was
tremendous desire to leave Azerbajan and head west.
But ordinary middle and lower class Azeris were
frustrated by ther lack of funds to support a move
and by the increasing difficulties in obtaining a visa
Only the well educated and wedthy could leave, and
they did. It was aterrible drain on the society and the
economy. | was embarrassed for my country, and
saddened by the fact that it was failing to make good
use of opportunity.

During my last vidt to Azerbajen, |
experienced afina insult. | left my country and closed
the door, knowing the next time | would return
would be as an American. One evening ater Mr.
Gray and | left a restaurant with a group of our
American business partners in the center of Baku, a
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young girl goproached me and offered hersdf for
money. She was probably fifteen or sixteen years old;
| saw my young daughter in her eyes. | was so angry
a the whole situation with my country that my hands
were shaking. | asked her some questions, and she
told me that she was a refugee from the occupied
Kdbgar region of Azerbajan. She told me her father
died two years ago, and her mother was very sick. She
needed money to feed her mother and hersdf. It was
probably alie, but | chose to believeit. | took her to a
McDondds restaurant, bought some food for her and
her mother, and gave her some extra money. | asked
her not to offer hersdf to anybody anymore. Of
course, | had little hope for it; | had little hope for
Azerbajan. My efforts to help Azerbajan were
premature. The country and its people needed time to
grow into democracy and a free market economy. |
had outgrown my home. | needed to move.

My contract with King and Spading expired.
We had completed our work. | needed a more stable
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job gtuation if | was going to seek U.S citizenship.
Because of my scholarly activities, | received quick
goprovd for my green card. It would be five more
years until | could become a U.S citizen, and | was
looking forward to it. 1 had begun to work at
PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP as a full-time employee.
The next logicd step in the continuation of my plan
was to teach language. | taught for some time a the
Berlitz Language Center in Washington, DC as an
ingructor in Russan, Modern Sandard Arabic,
Turkish, and Azeri language and culture. | was
gradudly distancing mysdf from Azerbajani issues
and becoming more American. My family was too. It
took me decades of searching, living, and working in
different countries and cultures to finaly find my
place; where | was comfortable living with my family
and rasing my daughter. But | dso redized that the
very hardships and difficulties of my life had given me
an opportunity to gppreciate where | lived now. My
daughter would never have that opportunity. And
maybe that is for the better. My wife and | gppreciate
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the posgtive features of American society, with its
democracy and freedom; | think we have managed to
get those postives across to our daughter while dso
protecting her from the negative festures which the
50 cdled neo-liberdism brings with it: pornography,
drugs, etc. | think we have managed to preserve and
baance the postives of the American culture and the
postives of the Azerbajani culture, and our
daughter's behavior and vdues reflect tha.

Sometimes | thought about the fact that | had
not become an internationd journdist; but even
though | had not become one professondly, | had
written and published in dozens of journals so | could
ddliver my postions and views. And my life was very
interesting; | was happy. | did not regret any choices |
had made.

We ill lived in the Vann Ness areg, and
dthough we loved the gpartment and its convenience,
it was a noisy place. Every morning the trash truck
awakened us. We had become used to the comforts
of America, and now it was time to realize one part of
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the American dream and buy a house. It was love a
first gght. After looking for severd months in both
Maryland and Virginia, we waked into a house in
Rockville, Maryland and knew we had found our
home. It hasalot of naturd light insde, three levels,
and a basement with an extra bedroom and family
room. The neighborhood is quiet, with a park and
soccer fiedd across the sreet. The Montgomery
County school system was reportedly one of the best
in the entire nation. We made our offer and moved in
one month later.

The unseen hand tha seems to have guided
my life provided me the opportunity to learn Arabic,
Turkish, and English in addition to my native tongues
of Russan and Azeri. Fae, luck, and sheer
providence brought me to Washington, DC, where |
was working on the day Flight 77 dammed into the
Pentagon. | was working a PricewaterhouseCoopers
on September 11, 2001. It was certainly a turning
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point for this country. And it was yet another turning
point for me.

Shortly efter the atacks, | redized tha
interest in Arabic language and culture was increasing.
At the language centers where | taught, | saw an
increase in the number of students from the FBI,
CIA, the World Bank, and other agencies and
organizations. One day | was told that the American
Univerdty in Washington, D C was looking for Arabic
teachers for its newly crested program. | sent my
goplication and was invited for an interview. | passed
the interview and a language test. Interestingly, the
director of the resource center was ethnicaly
Armenian and origindly from the Middle East. We
became good friends. In the U.S it seemed our
ethnicities were not a barrier to friendship. | was
offered a job as an adjunct professor of Modern
Sandard Arabic and culture. My students were young
people and very eager to learn Arabic. | had a
wonderful experience working with them. Thar
enthusiasm gave me even more energy to teach them.
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In a short period of time they were able to write a
smple essay in Arabic and mantan smple
conversations. Then one day | was invited to the
Foreign Sarvice Indtitute to substitute for ateacher of
Azerbaijani language. | have never been one to pass
up an opportunity. | was constantly networking and
sending out my resumes a that time, trying to
improve my job stuation. Of course, | accepted the
offer and &fter class introduced mysdf to the
supervisor of the Azerbajani section, Judith Tomas.
My circle of acquaintances and friends was beginning
to riva the diversty of the United Nations. Judith is
originaly from Israel. From time to time | wasinvited
to teech Azeri a the inditute. | networked some
more, and not much time passed before | was invited
by my newest friend, Emily Urevich, to teach in the
Russian section. Emily, who is of Jewish origin from
the former USSR, and Judith became, and have
remained, close friends of mine.

Not long after | sarted to teach a the
Foreign Service Ingtitute's Russan section, Emily
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suggested to me tha | become full-time instructor
there. She correctly pointed out it was redly a much
more rewarding financid situation than working part-
time a both the Foreign Language Ingtitute and the
American Universty. | enjoyed my work a the
American Universty and enjoyed my colleagues, so |
was reluctant to leave. | went out of my way to find a
replacement, so that my students' education would be

uninterrupted, and | changed employment once again.
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My wife, my daughter, and | findized our
goplications for citizenship in 2004. The Pentagon
had been repared; plans were being made to rebuild
the World Trade Center and to construct a memoria
in  Shanksville, Pennsylvania Although President
Bush had declared “mission accomplished” in Iraqg,
and it gppeared that the initid misson of dethroning
Sddam Hussein had been accomplished, the
remander of the misson of creating a secure and
gable Irag was morphing into a much more difficult
assignment. There was talk of agrowing need for near
native speskers of Arabic, but | wasn't looking to
change jobs again. The last thing | was expecting was
acdl from a job recruiter. Nonetheless, | answered
the phone, and when asked if | might be interested in
working in the Iragi theater as a linguist-interpreter
for Titan Nationd Security Solutions Corp., |
inexplicably said yes. The call only lasted ten to fifteen
minutes. The recruiter was honest; it would be my

responsbility to assst in providing continuous 24/ 7

193
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support to the codition forces. As such, | would
often be required to work in excess of sixty hours per
week, which included twelve-hour shifts under wer-
time conditions. She explaned to me tha | was of
paticular interest to Titan because of my experience
and knowledge of the culture. They had dready
learned that my Ph.D. dissertation was on U.S Policy
in the Middle East. They expected | would be able to
conduct mysdf in accordance with loca customs and
deal unobtrusively with the local population.

Titan had for many years maintained a smdl
trandating divison, but the events of September 11,
2001 convinced management to increase that division.
By 2003 Titan's linguist divison accounted for
aoproximately 7% of its totd revenue, in excess of
$112 million.

| admit to being easily bored, but | am not by
any means a thrill seeker. | had been to a war zone
before. It is ugly. It isloud. It is frightening. | didn’'t
wigh to return. If you would have presented me with
the hypotheticd, | would have told you that | would
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have politedy sad “no thank you” and continued on
with my nice, safe, interesting enough teaching job.
My wife certainly wished | had done that, but | didn't,
and the interview process began.

It did cross my mind that working as a U.S
Defense contractor would put my gpplication for
citizenship on the fast track, and | saw nothing wrong
with that. Sll, | wanted to enjoy it while | was dive.
Posthumous citizenship might help my family, but it
would do me little persona good. The interview
process took about three months, and of the
members of my recruitment class only 10-15%
ultimately passed through dl the stages and were
offered the job.

The medicd checkup was extensve. In
addition to the usud blood and heart tests, | had to
submit to very sendtive hearing tests. | guess the
thought was, if | was going to trandate, | needed to
hear what the parties were saying. In any event, |
pased. The tests were conducted a an ordinary
looking two-story facility in Maryland or Virginia
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somewhere. | was transported there by bus with a
number of other gpplicants. All of the others were
aso seeking postions as interpreters. There was one
woman, whom | am sure was hired for a Russan-
interpreter position, or if she wasn't, she should have
been. She was American, blonde, blue-eyed, very
pretty, and very much in demand by the younger men
in the room. They were flirting with her mercilesdly.
During a discusson with one of her suitors, | heard
her mention that she spoke fluent Russian. | decided
to test her mysdf and said a few words to her in my
second tongue. | have never in my life met anyone
who was not a native spesker of a language spesk so
well. She was indeed fluent and had no trace of any
kind of accent other than native Russan. Much to the
chagrin of the younger, unattached men in the room,
we gpent the entire wating period deegp in
conversation.

The first medicd checkup was followed by a
second check and a series of immunizations. This was
the firg time | started to have second thoughts. | felt
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like a pincushion. As to the security check, wel | like
oy novels as much as the next guy, so when it came
time for the interview, | had visons of men in gray
auits with skinny lgpels and the narrow black silk
neckties popular in the 60s, wearing dark sunglasses.
Indeed, the interview was conducted by three men,
but they weren't dressed in suits. They weren't even
dressed in gray, and none of them wore a tie. Once
again, | was the only one in the group dressed in
forma business dtire. Only one fellow wore glasses,
they were suspicioudy tinted though. The men were
dressed in casud button down shirts and well ironed
khaki or brown dacks. There was a large wooden
desk in the room, and they sat behind it. | sa in front
of the desk, but there was no single light swinging
from the celing. The room was comfortable, not
arless. It was, in a word, non-threatening. The men
rose from ther chars as | entered, and they eech
shook my hand. The interview lasted about an hour,
and they asked me what you would expect to be asked
if you were gpplying for ajob that required a security
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clerance. But it wasn't a tense dtudion; it was
actudly quite friendly. They asked me if | had ever
used drugs, about my past, knowing the dangers, why
| was conddering this postion, and about any
outstanding debts I might have. The truth is | have
never even had atraffic ticket.

The only reservetions | had were for my wife
and daughter. My daughter was only thirteen a the
time, entering into a time of great tumult in her own
life, and | wanted to be pat of it and share the
obvious oncoming rollercoaster with her. She is an
American teen with all the images that brings to mind,
and | wanted to be pat of the story she would be
writing. Lela was frightened and had visons of
military personnel knocking on our door bringing her
news of my death. In an effort to keep our daughter
unaware, | found her one aternoon sobbing in our
closet. We tdked, and | explained to her my depth of
feeling for the place we now cdled home, how | felt a
deep sense of graitude for the opportunities the
United Sates gave to its citizens. | recaled with her
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the 1990 invason of Baku by Soviet forces to put
down a rebelion based only on people's desre to
choose ther own destiny, to spesk their mind, to
travel as they wish within and outside of the country.
We taked about Shahidlar Hiyabani, the cemetery in
Baku where the martyrs of that rebelion were buried.
There are no such cemeteries in the United Sates.
There are cemeteries of heroes not martyrs.

It happened in January 1990. | was working in
Moscow for the USSR Red Cross. After weeks of
demondtrations, Azerbajanis peacefully gathered in
Baku to demand sovereignty and an end to the
Communist regime. In response the Kremlin declared
adtate of emergency and sent tanks into the city. The
atacks were ruthless, anyone caught between the
crosshars of the Soviet military machine was
murdered. Officid estimates are that 130 people died,
and more than 700 were injured. Unofficid estimates
are much higher. Gorbachev has since acknowledged
that his actions then were a mistake, but the incident
remains burned into the collective memories of
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Azerbdjanis. Even today the invason is
commemorated every year on January 20, when
millions of people gather & the Alley of Martyrs in
Baku, a hilltop park where the victims of Black
January are buried. Although my wife and | were in
Moscow, we watched televised reports of the
invason; however, the state-run news organizations
presented an antiseptic verson of the truth. The
purpose of the broadcast was to parade the strength
of the military; they faled to reved the carnage. We
later learned from our families of the desth and
destruction.

America has certainly wrestled with issues of
cvil rights and racism, but they were a result of
internd disputes and the definition of freedom that
had been written into the Congtitution. The openness
with which Americans reprimand themsdves is
sometimes ridiculed outside its borders, but for those
of uswho grew up in societies where you dared not, it
is nothing short of stunning. Given the opportunity,
how could | not choose to do what | could to defend
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this part of the American dream against those who
sought to destroy it. Perhgps | could even have a
hand in winning the hearts and minds of Iragis. After
dl, I understood the represson under which they had
lived and the possibilities that lay before them. | could
speek to them in ther tongue. Thistime | wanted to
teake a more active role My efforts to support
freedom and democracy are singular and persond,
and | truly believe | have done so in my own way,
person by person. | know it sounds puerile, and |
knew | would not be able to turn the tide and effect
magor change. But you never know whom you might
meet and what you can do unless you actudly make
the attempt. | could not miss this opportunity. Leila
reluctantly agreed.

The events in Fdluah seem to have
foreshadowed the story of the entire Iragi conflict.
While the resdents of Falujah did not necessarily
welcome the invasion in March 2003, they were not
initidly unfriendly to codlition forces, which was of
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course a good omen. It didn’'t last long. Although
Fdlujah was sporadicdly targeted by air, it had been
spared the ground war in March of 2003. In what |
believe was a misguided effort to maintain the peace,
goproximately 850 members of the armed forces
entered the city on April 23, 2003, and gpproximately
150 of them commandeered the d-Qaid primary
school. Fdlujah, cdled by many “the city of
mosques,” is a religious city populated by a mgority
of Sunnis. It is extremely conservaive and has a
reverence for the Idamic code of honor. The decline
of the U.S rdationship with the resdents of Falujah
was dmogt ineviteable. The clash of cultures and
misunderstandings were predictable. Our soldiers may
have been briefed regarding proper behavior and the
nature of lragi culture, but if they were, they didn’t
remember much of what they had been taught. Sex
and family honor are intimately linked in Irag, as they
arein most Mudim countries. Relaions between men
and women are severely congricted. Women hold a
unique place in Idamic culture; they are revered and
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protected while & the same time shunned and
dismissed. Even suspicion of lack of propriety can
endanger a woman. For dl the represson women
face, ther sengbilities must be protected and men
must not parade in front of them ingppropriately
dressed. Mudims are quick to find insult from the
treetment of their women. It is unacceptable to take
pictures of women, and they are not to be spoken to
without a male escort.

Stories regarding rude behavior swept through
the city and surrounding villages. Sdman, my Iraq
counterpart and the man who was to become my best
friend during my time there, repested the sories to
me of the dleged improprieties by the soldiers to the
Iragi women: soldiers sunning themsdves on
rooftops without shirts in full view of the women,
women touched by men, homes searched while
women were ill in their nightgowns. The inhabitants
were further offended by the use of night goggles
when rumors spread that the soldiers used them to
spy on women. The rumors took a sinister turn, and
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many |l ragis came to bdieve the night goggles enabled
the soldiers to see through clothing, that children
were being detained a their schools and given
bubblegum wrepped in paper that contaned
pornographic pictures. These incidents, some of
which | am sure were accurate and others obviousy
fabricated, were repested throughout Irag, even by
locd imams in their sermons, so that ultimately the
dsories were trested as unassalable fact by the
citizenry. Resentment grew. | think what sometimes
gets logt in dl of the rhetoric is the fact that our
troops are populated with individuas who are barely
out of their teens. They are more boys and girls, than
men and women. They recelve excdlent comba
training, but nothing can replace life's experiences. It
is my belief that the youth of the soldiers played a
large rolein the Fallujah debacle.

The resdents resented the soldiers and
wanted them out of the school. The commanders
agreed, and they were packed and planning to vacate
the school on April 29. On the evening of April 28, a
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group of gpproximatey 200 protestors gpproached
the school. At this point reports diverge. Although
the protestors insst they were unarmed, the soldiers
a the scene were equdly insstent that the protesters
were amed. Where the truth lies | will leave to those
who are much more expert than I, but | too was in
the army a the age of nineteen and twenty. | have
spent time with these young Americans, and | am
convinced that the initid violence in Falujah could
have been diffused with greater senstivity to culturd
consderations. It is undisputed that these young
soldiers heard shots. It remains disputed whether or
not the shots were fired a them or in celebration
some distance away.

It is the nature of war that young men are
faced with impossble choices. They must either
choose to face death by the hand of the enemy or
face the enemy with death by their own hand and risk
the possbility of shooting civilians. The damage
created by the choiceis not collateral, it is devastating.
In short, the soldiers reacted as scared young people
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would. They fired their weagpons. seventeen civilians
died and more than seventy were wounded.
Americans logt one of the first and most important
fights for the hearts and minds of the Iragi people.
Whatever initid euphoria there may have been was
lost one month into the battle.

Violence steadily increased in the city. In
March 2004 American troops, citing safety concerns,
completely withdrew from Fdlujah. As a result, the
city fell under the control of Sunni insurgents led by
former members of the Iragi Army. Finally, on March
31, 2004 the insurgents overplayed their hand when
they ambushed a convoy containing four American
military contractors from Blackwater USA, a privae
security firm. The contractors. Scott Helvenston,
Jerko Zovko, Wedey Batdona, and Michad Teague,
were killed when grenades were thrown through the
window of their car. One of the men was decapitated.
Two of the charred corpses were dragged through the
streets and were hung over a bridge that crossed the
Euphrates River.
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| was in Fort Benning, Georgia & the time,
preparing for my own deployment to the region. We
al knew beforehand that we would be entering a war
zone, but the pictures and the description of the
increasing violence were sobering. Severd people
decided the stuation was too dangerous and opted to
leave the training. | watched the televison; the men
swinging from ropes on the bridge were men like me.
They were non-militaly men who had gone to
support the rebuilding of Irag. There was no sense of
humanity in the pictures of the dead men or in the
pictures of the celebrating crowds. The crowd was a
mass of contorted faces. Mouths were open and
twisted; they reminded me of Hdloween jack-o-
lanterns: haunting, but flat, the flickering light behind
them providing no illumination or warmth. There
were flashes of firein some eyes, but like the flame of
the jack-o-lantern, the flashes had no meaning, they
were only a reaction to something externd. Is it
madness that overtakes such a crowd? Are we dl
capable of such madness? Worse, am 1?
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Three weeks later | arrived on Iragi soil. | was
frightened, but | never considered quitting. | had a
sense of being part of an important mission. Those of
us who elected to stay did so for varying reasons. One
of my colleagues decided dying in Iraq was better
than dying from cancer & home, another saw glory
and honor in supporting the fight for freedom.
Certainly none of us would have agreed to take on
such a dangerous misson if the economic
remuneration was not substantid. Money was one of
the reasons | agreed to take the job, but no amount of
money is worth dying for, so of course there had to
be something ese in it for me. | was a husband and a
father and had respongbilities to my family, not to
mention my desre to grow old with my wife and
experience the joys of rasng our child and
grandchildren. | am not a doctor and was not going to
hed bodies. What did | hope to do? Wha did |
expect to give and to gan? | searched my soul and |
found the answer. God is being used in this place
where civilization began as a destructive force. But |
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believe if there is a God, he is a good God, and he
gave me a gift, atdent. I can spesk many languages.
Just as musicd atists and panters fed a need to
express their gifts and share them, | too felt aneed to
share my gift. | have taught and continue to teach
language and culture, which is very graifying, but |
fet in Irag | could use my tdents to affect the quaity
of peoples lives. Death and killing will only lead to
more death and killing. Communicating between
languages is more than trandating words, it is dso
interpreting emotion and thoughts. It is the art of
interpreting in which | excd. | knew | could use my
tdent to interpret between people of different
cultures and help build bridges between them. | could
not change the world alone, but | could help.
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The military, the UN investigators, spy planes,
they dl missed it. There is a weapon of mass
destruction in Irag. God. | do not mean to spesk
blagphemy or to impugn any religious belief, but God
has been used as a wegpon of mass destruction ever
since the human mind was able to grasp the concept
of His exisgence. The insurgents and the warring
tribes in Iraq ae only the most recent abusers.
Individual Americans are guilty as well. During one of
my visits to a bunker during a mortar atack, | met a
soldier who inssted the only thing that would save
the Iragis was Jesus. Words are my business, but |
looked a him and was speechless. Jesus may indeed
be the savior of mankind, and his return may indeed
herad peece for the world, but wha Irag does not
need right now is someone ese's definition of God as
a solution to the bloodshed. The truth is, wars redly
aren’'t about God. God, in fact, is a symbol of love
and peace. Wars are about power.

211
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| arived in Irag from the Rhein Man ar
force base in Germany on April 21, 2004. The flight
to the ar base in Bdad took about four-and-a-half
hours. | shared the arcraft with three Kurdish
Americans, origindly from the northern part of the
country. They were returning home. They had each
left Iraq to escgpe the horrors of the Hussein regime,
and were now returning to help rebuild their country.
| rlived my own life's journey that had findly led me
hereto Irag.

As we were agpproaching Bdad, the pilot
announced that our landing would be delayed due to
a sandstorm. One of my traveling companions, a
Kurdish Sunni, became visbly upset, certan there
was a more sinister resson for the delay. As | was
trying to cam her fears, the cgptain again spoke to us
encouraging us to recdl the necessary procedures for
a parachute evacuation of the arcraft. At tha point,
my colleague took her copy of the Koran out of her
backpack and began to pray.
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In fact, the arplan€s landing in Bdad was
uneventful, but that was not true of the helicopter
ride to Baghdad, where | was taken to complete my
registration. The chopper would bank to the left or
right and quickly descend. Then just as quickly, it
would rise in dtitude to avoid ground fire. | watched
a a haze concrete buildings and sand-colored
highways whirled by. Soldiers stood on each side of
the hdlicopter, focused on the terran below, wegpons
at the ready.

| disembarked a the former Saddam Hussein
Z00 and spent severd days there. | thought that place
was the perfect modd for Americas god in Irag. The
Z00, once the pride of Baghdad, had a one time been
the largest zoo in the Middle East, boasting more
than 600 animas and over one million visitors a year.
The sanctions that followed the firs Gulf War
inflicted a particularly heavy toll on the zoo, and in
2002 it was closed and converted into a military base.
It became part of the battleground during the 2003
invasion, and reports of the shocking condition of the
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animas were soon broadcast around the world. The
looting that followed the invason further damaged
the gtructures, and many of the animas were stolen
for @ther food or profit. Americans, with the help of
various internationd volunteer organizations, rebuilt
and reopened the zoo three months &fter the
invasion. Having gone from ruins to rejuvenation, it is
a beautiful, serene place located on the Tigris River. |
thought it was afitting place to begin my journey.

| was assigned to the Civil Affairs Unit back at
the Bdad base. This time | was transported by jeep
with two other linguists. We were asked to don
civilian clothing and cover our military duffle bags
with black plagtic in an effort to avoid insurgents,
who had been atacking traffic dong the road
between Baghdad and Bdad since the war began.
There were black spots a various points dong the
road, scars from the ubiquitous improvised explosive
devices. Logistic Support Area Anaconda, dso cdled
Bdad Air Base (dthough it is actudly located within
the municipdity of Yethrib) or Camp Anaconda, is
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huge and handles some of the world’s largest military
arcraft. It takes about half an hour to drive around its
twelve-mile perimeter. At the time, it had five
cafeteria-style dining facilities, a post office, aPBX or
market where resdents can purchase snacks and
sundries, a hedth clinic, two svimming pools, a gym,
and amovie theater, which showed three free movies
aday.

It isatruism now that, in the end, the war in
Irag is a battle for people's minds. The Civil Affars
Unit is a the forefront of that batle. My job there
was to facilitate communication so that the baitle
could be won.

The second batle of Fdlujah, dubbed
Phantom Fury by the Department of Defense and
later renamed Operation d-Fgr (Arabic for Dawn) by
the Iragi Defense Minister, took place a little more
than sx months into my tour. Operaion Phantom
Fury was designed to re-take the city in advance of
the upcoming January dections. Once agan the story
turns upon the struggle for power. Between Iragis the
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struggle is about who has power over land and ail. It's
about how relaionships are defined and regulated
between men and women. It's @bout who gets to
write the history books and who has the right to
dictate societd mores and religion. No one has ever
seriously argued that the United Statesis engaging in a
religious wer in Irag, but the issue of whether or not
the United Saes is seeking power remans
unresolved. The United Saes government
acknowledges one of the initid judtifications for the
invason was regime change. Once tha was
accomplished, there is dso little dispute that the
United Saes had a responsbhility to ensure a
transition into afunctioning civil and economic entity.

The insurgents, often usng God, religious
imagery, and even religious artifacts as their shield,
clamed a holy right to rid the codition forces from
Irag. The United States asserted its right to remain in
Iraq until a stable democratic government was in
place. The United States claimed to be fighting for the
liberation of the people of Iraq first from the tyranny
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of the Saddam Hussein regime and then from the
tyranny of the insurgents. The stated motives were
pure, but there is little logic in the concept that you
can liberate a people by destroying their lives.
Operation Phantom Fury was largest combat
misson snce May 2003, when Presdent Bush
declared “Misson Accomplished.” The batle dso
marked a turning point in the perception of the on-
going conflict. It had become clear that it was no
longer only Hussain loydists who were opposing the
codition occupation, but there were now new and
growing groups of insurgents with differing agendas
that sought the removal of all foreign military forces.
The gtuaion on the base in the weeks
building up to the operation was tense. Not one of
the locd Iragis | spoke to believed military action in
Fdlujah would solve any problems a dl. Almost
immediately, as the assault began, we experienced
increased mortar atacks on the base—dready a
common occurrence. In fact, the base was
afectionady cdled by some “Mortaritasville”
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because of the number of mortar atacks it received.
The whole tenor of the camp changed. We all listened
and watched for military medica helicopters, which
had aso incressed dramaticdly. One soldier with
whom | shared space in one of the hardened bunkers
during an atack looked a me and smply sad, “Why
did we have to make it worse?’

Conversations among friends became more
intimate. One time when we were stuck in a bunker
for a paticularly long period of time, tak turned to
what was the most important thing for usin our lives.
| participated, but mostly I listened— and interpreted.
| listened to the tone of my friends voices, to
whispers and short choked sounds. It is in between
words tha you find meaning. Srange friendships
grew grong during those atacks, the loquacious
became quiet, and others bore the pressure as if it
were dl in atypicd day. During those times in the
bunker, it was hard not to vigt degth, or to at least
make its acquaintance, and dthough conversaions
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rarely ever mentioned its presence, it was there in
between the words.

After Operation Phantom Fury, it seemed to
me the tenor of the entire base was less hopeful.
Among those with whom | worked, it was the
generdly accepted opinion that the battle served as a
justification to the insurgents to recruit new members.
When Colin Powell resigned as Secretary of Sate, the
tdk in the bunkers was that there was no longer an
impediment to the hardliners in the government and
that battles like Fdlujah would become the rule rather
than the exception.

Terror became a business enterprise. Not only
did new Iragi entrepreneurs traffic in stolen wegpons
and contraband, kidnapping became very profitable.
Many of the kidnappings were not statements of
anger or rdigious patisanship, they were smple
commercid transactions. | take your loved one, throw
alittle torture in to make it look real, and you pay for
his return; we are al satisfied. U.S contractors were
paticularly profitable products. Firas, another
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interpreter, a Shi‘ite and frequent co-worker of mine,
was caught up in the trade. He went missing from
work for a couple of days, then returned having had
$10,000 removed from his savings. SAman wes a
unni. He was afrad he would not be as lucky as
Firas and often prayed he would have the strength
and opportunity to kill himsdf if he were ever
abducted.

Criminds and those seeking politicad power
used the fear of American culture as a recruitment
tool and their ranks swelled. Better to die the desth of
amartyr and find paradise than watch as your women
wak uncovered, tak to men without the protection
of a chaperone, and lose ther virginity by choice
rather than through the sacred rite of marriage.

Suspicion and distrust shadowed the terror. |
witnessed one occason when Americans distanced
themselves from loca contractors, citing safety
concerns. Arabic signs erupted across part of the base
warning Mudims not to enter the dining facility. It
was an ill-conceived plan crested by an ignorant KBR
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employee. The offered explanation: it was Ramadan, a
time of fagting for Mudims. Clearly, it was a poorly
conceded ruse. Like Chrigtians and Jews, there are
Musdlims who actively practice the faith and those that
don’t. The contractors were working for the codlition.
If they wanted to eat during Ramadan, it wasno one's
busness but ther own. True, violence increased
during the holy month, but segregetion faled as a
socid policy in the Saes, and it was equdly
destructive in Irag. It sometimes seemed like the
United Saes was exporting its entire history as a
democratic experiment to Irag, complete with racism
and bureaucratic inertia. The Iragis also carried with
them the baggage of history. Baathist propaganda and
years of represson and internationd isolation left
many Iraqis poorly educated and suspicious of foreign
influences. | had conversations with many Iragis who
fervently bdieved the September 11 attacks had been
masterminded by Washington and Isradl. There was
no debate or discusson. This was a truth for them.
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Their minds were locked; no amount of evidence
could dissuade them.

| remain convinced that given a chance, it is
activities like those of the Civil Affarrs Unit that will
findly diffuse the weapon of mass destruction that is
the grab for power; and that, like Azerbajan, once
Irag's economy is stable and its infrastructure secure,
so that the government can supply its population with
basic needs, there will be peace. To that end, | spent
some of my time with the military on missions whose
purpose was to tran Iragis to operate and maintain
facilities built by the coalition.

In mid-September, 2004, | worked with two
American officers, who spent the better part of aday
explaning a fud digribution sysem to an Iragi
colond and mgor, members of the Iragi Nationd
Guard. The system built by the Americans was quite
complicated and differed greatly from the former
Iragi system. It was dso important that the Iragi
Army understood the vulnerabilities of the system, so
that they could protect stockpiled fuel deposits, which
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were often the target of mortar atacks. The process
of educating the Iragi military was an interesting
illugration of the difficulties facing the culture. The
Iragi men were clearly interested in learning dl of the
intricacies of the system, but it was never clear to me
where ther loydties redly lay. Although they
gopeared a the time to be loyd to the new Iraq
Army, | was sure they were just as loyd to the army
under the leadership of Saddam Hussain. The colonel
was a Shi‘ite and the mgor a Sunni, and the two of
them seemed to compete for the Americans
atention, each trying to prove his inteligence and
bravery.

| was unique among the interpreters in Iraqg.
My &bility to spesk fluently in Arabic, English, and
Turkish often made me indispenssble to the
Trangportation Unit, which directed convoys of
materids throughout Irag. | was frequently asked to
assst in the security screenings of independent
trangportation contractors. It was a job | was proud
to undertake, but one in which | fdt an especidly
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heavy respongbility. Few of the locd and third
country nationas spoke English, and those that did,
did not spesk fluently. | was required to trandate and
verify ther persond information in Arabic and
Turkish, and convey it to the rdevant U.S service
members. There were unending horror stories of
security breaches which resulted in the deaths of our
military men and contractors. | made every effort to
ensure that the men | interviewed were, from my
point of view, honest gpplicants. There were many
times | derted the military personnd of my
suspicions, and to my knowledge, | was able to
prevent these men from being hired.

The military was acutely aware of the constant
danger under which the transportation contractors
worked. They were obvious and dl-too-easy targets. |
spent many hours a the military convoy staging areas
taking to them and filing reports and complants
regarding ther dtuation. Some, unfortunately,
succumbed to the lure of drugs to numb the fear.
Severd times | was cdled to trandate for a contractor
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who was obvioudy under the influence of a
controlled substance and arange for his
trangportation off of the base and to the appropriate
authorities.

Suspicion and distrust between members of
different ethnic groups were not resolved merdy
because codition forces employed them. At the
convoy staging area, a Saudi Arabian contractor, atal
man wearing a dishdaasha (the white loose and
flowing garb of his country) and red and white
shumaagh (headscarf) with a squared patern on the
fabric hed in place with an ‘igad or raas (a thick
black cord), began to ydl obscenities, itsef an odd
event. Hetore at his clothes and kicked at the dirt. He
watched as an Iragi contractor waked past him,
creating space and avoiding the Saudi’s eyes. The
Saudi ran in front of the Iragi and faced him, nose to
nose, and continued to swear. A second Iragi entered
the mix and pushed the Saudi, wrestled him to the
ground, and began to choke him. Findly, one of the
military police arrived and tried to pull the men apart.



226 Weapons of Mass Destruction

My job: trandate between the American and the
combatants without further inflaming passions. The
hatred between the two men, who knew little of one
another, was pdpable. Without intervention, it indeed
might have been afight to the death over nothing.
Those otherwise hedthy contractors who
survived insurgent attacks sought compensation from
the various companies for which they worked. In
addition to Iragi companies, there were Turkish,
Pakistani, and Saudi Arabian companies supporting
the war effort. There was a great ded of paperwork
that was necessary to complete between and among
the countries and the relevant units of the codition
forces, so that much of my time was spent assisting
men in writing and filing reports in multiple
languages, and arranging for the return of any material
that survived the atack. Some of the stories were
heartbresking. A father whose son lost his legs to an
IED (improvised explosive device) came at the behest
of the Turkish company his son was working for
seeking to recover the truck. The evolution of the
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IED asakilling device, | think, will ultimately become
the symbol of this war. They inspire terror by reason
of their unpredictability and easy disguise. The atack
on this man’s son occurred on a bridge near the city
of Samarg; there are alot of insurgent activities there.
Even in the unlikely event the truck was still there, it
was too dangerous for our troops to risk recovery.
Another time an dderly man, or perhgps just a
prematurely aged man, came into my office; his hands
were shaking and he had trouble meeting my gaze.
His was the only truck of four that was able to make
it to the base following an insurgent atack two
months before. Two of his companions were stabbed
and killed during the atack. He too sought recovery
of the remaining truck so that he could bring it back
to Turkey, atrip he looked too feeble and frightened
to make. Sill another man needed to complete
paperwork confirming that his truck was attacked,
leaving his partner dead. It was important that his

paperwork was completed properly; without it he
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would not recelve compensation from the Turkish
company for hiswork or hisinjuries.

Independent, non-military commercia con-
tractors have long been part of the landscape of
military operations by the United Sates and others.
But the conflict in Iraq represents a sort of paradigm
shift given the voluntary nature of the armed forces
and the levd of rdiance upon commercid
contractors. According to Peter W. Snger, author of
Capaae Warias The Rie d the Privatized Military
Industry (Cornell University Press, 2003), a the end of
the Gulf War there was about one contractor to every
100 soldiers, by 2003 the rétio increased to one
contractor to every 10 soldiers, and to my knowledge
there has been no significant decrease in that ratio. As
noted in various books and newspaper reports, there
has been a consegquent increase in degths and injuries
of non-militay personnd. The non-military
trangportation contractors were generdly from Iraqg,
Saudi  Arabia, Pakistan, and Turkey. Difficulty
communicating among and between them was only



Invitation to Rain 229

pat of the chalenge. Culturdly and ethnicdly, they
were different. My studies in Middle Eastern politics
and culture were invduable to me when trying to
interpret and resolve confusion and disputes between
the men. There was one ingance where a Kurdish
contractor’s truck had broken down somewhere near
the base in Balad; he needed aride on another convoy
headed to Turkey, where the company he worked for
was located. My job was to explan the Stuation in
English to the commander, ray it back to the Kurd
in Arabic, and then arange for the transport in
Turkish. At other times, | was required to serve not
only as an interpreter but also as areferee. There were
countless “internationd skirmishes’ among the Iragis
and third country nationds. Tempers would flair, and
objects would gat flying. One time an Iragi
contrector stole the driver’'s manifest from a Turkish
contractor and demanded a ransom for its return.
Cadming these gentlemen down was an on-gte lesson

ininternational diplomacy.
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The hedthcare many of the non-coalition
contractors received in their country of origin was not
up to the standard of American care, and many
became horribly ill. One time, during the second
Fdlujah offensve, when the danger to the convoys
was especidly acute, a Turkish contractor entered the
base. He was pde and disheveled. His clothes were
filthy and his wak unsteady. | was cdled immediately
to asdgt in interpretation. The man's speech was
durred, and it was very difficult to understand him.
Finaly, | was able to learn that he had been dtting in
the cabin of his truck without moving for three days,
afrad to leave because of the fighting. At one point,
he quickly turned from me and ran toward a medic.
He ripped his shirt open and reveded a wet, red rash.
He became quite agitated and began to run towards
severa people, attempting to touch them. One soldier
amed his wegpon a the man as | ydled a both men
to cdm down, first in English, then in Turkish, and
findly in Arabic. Upon seeing the wespon, the
contractor stopped in his tracks. A medic was able to
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put on gloves and examine the man. Unfortunately,
because it was not a life-thregtening injury, there was
little the medic could do. He thought it was probably
an dlegc reection to an insect bite We
“quarantined” the man a an outdoor station, while |
aranged with some other Turkish contractors to
transport the poor man back home.

The gtuation regarding lifethrestening or
combat-related injuries was quite different.
Americans, true to the vaues of their culture and
fath, treated the injuries of dl that were wounded. |
gpent enumerable hours in the military hospitds on
base asssting medicd personne. Often Americans,
Iragi military, and insurgents would be recovering in
the same room. It was not dways a comforteble
gtuation. SAman, dways in ave of the American
ethic, once turned to me and remarked, “Life is 0
precious to Americans. Iragis would let an enemy die,
but Americans work to save them.” It istrue. It isone
more reason, when asked, | desperately wanted to
answer, “I am an American.”
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One evening | was cdled to the military
hospitd to help in communicating with one of the
Turkish contractors wounded on his way to
Anaconda Base. He was wounded as the result of the
exploson of an IED, suffering injuries to his right
am and sde. The hospitd a that time was no more
than atent. As| entered, | saw only one U.S soldier;
most of the wounded were Iragis and Turkish
contractors. Some of them were dightly wounded,
others more severdy. The nurse explained to me tha
some of the men were Iragi Naiond Guardsmen,
policemen. In the same room were insurgents; they
were receiving medicad trestment for various degrees
of injuries they suffered while fighting codition
forces. | noticed one of the insurgents was deeping.
Both of his legs were bandaged above the knees. The
nurse explaned that he lost his legs because the
device he was setting up on the road exploded
prematurely. | turned around in order to assist one of
the medics with one of the Turkish contractors. Later
| noticed that the insurgent was awake and looking at
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me. His eyes were large, his stare unblinking. | wasn't
aure if it was hatred or fear. | questioned the nurse,
and she told me that he had been quiet since entering
ther care, and he had refused tdk to anyone
According to the nurse, once he was strong enough,
he would be interrogated and subsequently jaled. |
looked a him. Even if he survived, he would never
agan be srong. In his world he was ruined and
probably better off dead.

Participants in the war thegter have dways
invented characters, and in this war the character has
been named hgji. For Mudims, hgji is used to
describe a person who has made the hgj, the
pilgrimage to Mecca. The soldiers use the word hgji
to refer to insurgents. It is a derogatory phrase, the
same way the word gook was during the Vietham
War. It is a way of demystifying and dehumanizing
the enemy and perhgps diminishing some of the
terror. The MP, a young handsome man, who was
guarding the quiet insurgent, turned to me and sad,
“Those hgjis are dl cowards. An IED is a coward’s
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wegpon. | don’'t see why we don't just let them dl
die” 1 don't blame him. | dready knew many soldiers
who had logt friends, | assumed he had too. | don't
know how | would feel in his place.
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| stood there looking a the moon. | don’t
remember what | was thinking, probably nothing. It
had been along day. Sdman walked up to me quietly.
“When the moon is full and it is surrounded by three
colored rings, it is a dgn...an invitation to ran.”
There was poetry and mystery in his voice, and | will
forever think of Sdman when the moon invites the
cloudsto rain.

SAman was with me in the bunker many
times. He and Sergeant Rodionov and | had become
good friends. We were any unlikely group. Salman
was an Iragi. He is, by Iragi standards, an educated
man, a practicing unni Mudim in his mid-thirties,
medium height and athleticdly built. Sergeant Pavel
Rodionov was a kid. He was about twenty, not much
older than my daughter, Russan Orthodox, and had
only a high school diploma Pavel had immigrated to
the United Saes from Russa when he was eght

years old, and he spoke fluent Russian, the language
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in which we conversed most of the time. Hewas abig
kid, over six feet tdl with light har and blue eyes. |
was forty-eight and, & the time, ill a citizen of
Azerbajan, dthough my paperwork to become an
American citizen was complete, and | was merely
awaiting the privilege to take my oah of citizenship.
In contrast to Pavel, | am smdler in stature. Some
might describe me as stocky, and due to strong Iragi
sun, darker in complexion. Unlike the other men, |
am well educated and do not practice any organized
faith, although my family is historically Shi‘ite Muslim.
Pavel often provided security support on our
missions, and Sdman assigted in trandations. | was
the dder statesman of the group. In Azerbajan we
refer to the head of the family as Agh Sakkd, literaly
white beard. The Agh Sakkd is the individua to
whom the family turns for gpprovd of al mgor
decisons. My life's experiences and education made it
anatural place for me within our friendship. | enjoyed
my role, and felt especially content when | was able to
provide my friends with direction and advice






